The Collected Teachings of

AJAHN CHAH

SINGLE VOLUME COMPILATION






The Collected Teachings of Ajahn Chah

:

Aruna Publications




Preface

AJAHN CHAH’S TEACHINGS were disarming in their directness and
inspiring in their relevance. He would say: ‘If you let go a little, you will have
a little peace. If you let go a lot, you will have a lot of peace. And if you let go
completely, you will have complete peace.’

To be near him was to be with the best possible friend. When we were clumsy
or made mistakes he didn’t laugh at us, he laughed with us. When we were
suffering from doubts he didn’t admonish us for lack of faith, but would speak
of times when he had doubted so much he thought his head would burst. And
if he wanted to inspire diligence in practice, he would sit in meditation with
us, chant with us and work with us. Our stumbling and fumbling were never
judged, but viewed in a manner that brought dignity to our struggles, not
despair. Ajahn Chah’s encouragement to let go was neither a technique nor a
cure-all; rather it was sharing the light he had found in his own practice, so
that we too might find the direction towards freedom from suffering.

Noticing the thickness of this volume, readers might wonder why, if the
teachings are so simple, so many words are needed to express them. This is
because we have so many ways of creating confusion. Ajahn Chah knew the
place of perfect peace and was content to abide in it. Yet he was also tireless
in his efforts to give guidance to others. Living with him sometimes felt like
being beckoned towards that place of ease, an invitation to enjoy the fruits of
practice; but more often it felt as if he was walking the way beside us.

You will not find these teachings to be a manual on Buddhism. Nor will you
find answers to all your problems here. Ajahn Chah’s teachings aim to
connect us with our own deepest questions and to help us listen to those
questions, patiently and kindly, until the way forward is revealed.

The talks in this book were recorded, transcribed and translated several years
ago and are therefore somewhat removed from their source. However, if read
with a receptive heart and a focused mind, these ‘pointings’ at truth provide
precious inspiration and instruction. Ajahn Chah’s humility, joy and wisdom
shine through his words, illuminating the path as we walk it.

It is now nearly twenty years since Ajahn Chah passed away. With the support
of generous sponsors we have taken this opportunity to gather together all the
talks available for free distribution in English and present them in a form that
we hope will be readily accessible to all those who feel drawn towards peace.

Ajahn Munindo, April 2011




Introduction

THE THAI FOREST TRADITION

THE VENERABLE AJAHN CHAH often reminded his disciples that the
Buddha was born in a forest, was enlightened in a forest and passed away in a
forest. Ajahn Chah lived nearly all his adult life following a style of Buddhist
practice known these days as the Thai Forest Tradition, a tradition which
adheres to the spirit of the way espoused by the Buddha himself, and practises
according to the same standards the Buddha encouraged during his lifetime.

This lineage is a branch of the Southern School of Buddhism, originally
known as the Sthaviras (in Sanskrit) or Theras (in Pali), later referred to as
the Theravada school. ‘Theravada’ means ‘“The Way of the Elders’, and that
has been their abiding theme ever since. The ethos of the tradition can be
characterized as something like: ‘That’s the way the Buddha established it so
that is the way we’ll do it.” It has thus always had a particularly conservative
quality to it.

From its origins, and particularly as the main religion of Sri Lanka, Theravada
Buddhism has been maintained and continually restored over the years,
eventually spreading through South-East Asia and latterly from those
countries to the West. As the religion became established in these
geographical regions, respect and reverence for the original Teachings have
remained, with a respect for the style of life as embodied by the Buddha and
the original Sangha, the forest-dwelling monastics of the earliest times. This
is the model that was employed then and is carried on today.

There have been ups and downs throughout its history; it would develop, get
rich, become corrupt and collapse under its own weight. Then a splinter group
would appear and go off into the forest in order to return to those original
standards of keeping the monastic rules, practising meditation and studying
the original Teachings. This is a pattern that has been maintained over the
many centuries.

In more recent times, in mid 19t century Thailand, the orthodox position held
by scholars was that it was not possible to realize Nibbana in this age, nor to
attain jhana (meditative absorption). This was something that the revivers of
the Forest Tradition refused to accept. It was also one of the reasons for which
they were deemed, by the ecclesiastical hierarchy of the time, to be mavericks
and trouble-makers, and it lies behind the obvious distance many of them
(Ajahn Chah included) kept from the majority of ‘study’ monks of their own
Theravada lineage - as well as their refrain that you don’t get wisdom from
the books.



One might find such sentiments presumptuous or arrogant, unless it is
appreciated that the interpretations of scholars were leading Buddhism into a
black hole. Thai Forest monastics had the determination to focus on the
lifestyle and on personal experience rather than on book study (especially the
commentaries). In short, it was just the kind of situation that made the
spiritual landscape ripe for renewal, and it was out of this fertile ground that
the revival of the Forest Tradition emerged.

AJAHN MUN

The Thai Forest Tradition would not exist as it does today were it not for the
influence of one particular great master, Ajahn Mun. Venerable Ajahn Mun
Bhuridatta was born in Ubon Province in the 1870s. After his ordination as a
bhikkhu he sought out Ven. Ajahn Sao, one of the rare local forest monks, and
asked him to teach him meditation; he had also recognized that a rigorous
adherence to the monastic discipline would be crucial to his spiritual progress.

Though both of these elements (i.e. meditation and strict discipline) might
seem unremarkable from the vantage point of the present day, at that time
monastic discipline had grown extremely lax throughout the region and
meditation was looked upon with great suspicion. In time Ajahn Mun
successfully explained and demonstrated the usefulness of meditation and
became an exemplar of a much higher standard of conduct for the monastic
community.

He became the most highly regarded of spiritual teachers in his country and
almost all of the most accomplished and revered meditation masters of the
20" century in Thailand were either his direct disciples or were deeply
influenced by him. Ajahn Chah was among them.

AJAHN CHAH

Ajahn Chah was born in a village in Ubon Province, North-East Thailand. At
the age of nine he went to live in the local monastery. He was ordained as a
novice, and at the age of twenty took higher ordination. He studied basic
Dhamma, the Discipline and other scriptures, and later became a wandering
tudong! bhikkhu. He travelled for a number of years in the style of an ascetic
bhikkhu, sleeping in forests, caves and cremation grounds, and spent a short
but enlightening period with Ajahn Mun himself.

In 1954 he was invited to settle in a forest near Bahn Gor, the village of his
birth. The forest was uninhabited and known as a place of cobras, tigers and
ghosts. More and more bhikkhus, nuns and lay-people came to hear his
teachings and stay on to practise with him, and as time went by, a large
monastery formed and was given the name Wat Pah Pong. There are now
disciples of Ajahn Chah living, practising meditation and teaching in more



than 300 mountain and forest branch monasteries throughout Thailand and the
West.

Although Ajahn Chah passed away in 1992, the training that he established is
still carried on at Wat Pah Pong and its branches. There is usually group
meditation twice a day and sometimes a talk by the senior teacher, but the
heart of the meditation is the way of life. The monastics do manual work, dye
and sew their own robes, make most of their own requisites and keep the
monastery buildings and grounds in immaculate shape. They live extremely
simply, following the ascetic precepts of eating once a day from the alms
bowl and limiting their possessions and robes. Scattered throughout the forest
are individual huts where bhikkhus and nuns live and meditate in solitude,
and where they practise walking meditation on cleared paths under the trees.

In some of the monasteries in the West, and a few in Thailand, the physical
location of the centre dictates that there might be some small variations to this
style - for instance, the monastery in Switzerland is situated in a old wooden
hotel building at the edge of a mountain village - however, regardless of such
differences, the same spirit of simplicity, quietude and scrupulosity sets the
abiding tone. Discipline is maintained strictly, enabling one to lead a simple
and pure life in a harmoniously regulated community where virtue, meditation
and understanding may be skilfully and continuously cultivated.

Along with monastic life as it is lived within the bounds of fixed locations,
the practice of tudong - wandering on foot through the countryside, on
pilgrimage or in search of quiet places for solitary retreat - is still considered a
central part of spiritual training. Even though the forests have been
disappearing rapidly throughout Thailand, and the tigers and other wild
creatures so often encountered during such tudong journeys in the past have
been depleted almost to the point of extinction, it has still been possible for
this way of life and practice to continue. Indeed, not only has this practice of
wandering on foot been maintained by Ajahn Chah, his disciples and many
other forest monastics in Thailand; it has also been sustained by his monks
and nuns in many countries of the West. In these situations the strict standards
of conduct are still maintained: living only on almsfood freely offered by
local people, eating only between dawn and noon, not carrying or using
money, sleeping wherever shelter can be found. Wisdom is a way of living
and being, and Ajahn Chah endeavoured to preserve the simple monastic life-
style in all its dimensions, in order that people may study and practise
Dhamma in the present day.

AJAHN CHAH’S TEACHING OF WESTERNERS

From the beginning Ajahn Chah chose not to give any special treatment to the
farang (Western) monks who came to study with him, but to let them adapt to



the climate, food and culture as best they could, and use the experience of
discomfort for the development of wisdom and patient endurance.

In 1975 Wat Pah Nanachat (the International Forest Monastery) was
established near Wat Pah Pong as a place for Westerners to practise. The
people of Bung Wai village had been long-standing disciples of Ajahn Chah
and asked him if the foreign monks could settle there and start a new
monastery. Then in 1976 Ajahn Sumedho was invited by a group in London
to come and establish a Theravadan monastery in England. Ajahn Chah came
over the following year and left Ajahn Sumedho and a small group of
monastics at the Hampstead Buddhist Vihara, a town house on a busy street in
North London. Within a few years they had moved to the country and several
different branch monasteries had been established. Other monasteries were set
up in France, Australia, New Zealand, Switzerland, Italy, Canada and the
U.S.A. Ajahn Chah himself travelled twice to Europe and North America, in
1977 and 1979.

He once said that Buddhism in Thailand was like an old tree that had formerly
been vigorous and abundant; now it was so aged that it could only produce a
few fruits and they were small and bitter. Buddhism in the West he likened in
contrast to a young sapling, full of youthful energy and the potential for
growth, but needing proper care and support for its development.

THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS

All the Teachings can be said to derive from an essential matrix of insight:
The Setting in Motion of the Wheel of Truth (Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta,
SN 56.11). In this brief discourse the Buddha speaks about the nature of the
Middle Way and the Four Noble Truths. It takes only twenty minutes to recite,
and the structures and forms he used to express this teaching were familiar to
people in his time.

The Four Noble Truths are formulated like a medical diagnosis in the
ayurvedic? tradition:

the symptom
the cause

the prognosis
the cure

=

The First Truth is the ‘symptom’. There is dukkha - we experience
incompleteness, dissatisfaction or suffering. There might be periods of a
coarse or even a transcendent happiness, but there are also feelings of



discontent which can vary from extreme anguish to the faintest sense that
some blissful feeling we are experiencing will not last. All of this comes
under the heading of ‘dukkha’. This First Truth is often wrongly understood
as: ‘Reality in every dimension is dukkha’. That’s not what is meant here. If it
were, there would be no hope of liberation for anyone, and to realize the truth
of the way things are would not result in abiding peace and happiness. These
are noble truths in the sense that they are relative truths; what makes them
noble is that, when they are understood, they lead us to a realization of the
Ultimate.

The Second Noble Truth is the ‘cause’. Self-centred craving, tanha in Pali
means ‘thirst’. This craving, this grasping, is the cause of dukkha. There are
many subtle dimensions to it: craving for sense-pleasure; craving to become
something or craving to be identified as something; it can also be craving not
to be, the desire to disappear, to be annihilated, the desire to get rid of.

The Third Truth is the ‘prognosis’. Cessation: dukkha-nirodha. The
experience of dukkha, of incompleteness, can fade away, can be transcended.
It can end. Dukkha is not an absolute reality, it’s just a temporary experience
from which the heart can be liberated.

The Fourth Noble Truth is the ‘cure’. It is the Path; it is how we get from the
Second Truth to the Third, from the causation of dukkha to the ending of it.
The cure is the Eightfold Path: virtue, concentration and wisdom.

THE LAW OF KAMMA

The Buddha’s insight into the nature of Reality led him to see that this is a
moral universe: good actions reap pleasant results, harmful acts reap painful
results. The results may come soon after the act or at some remote time in the
future, but an effect which matches the cause will necessarily follow. The key
element of kamma is intention. As the Buddha expresses it in the opening
verses of the Dhammapada:

‘Mind is the forerunner of all things: think and act with a corrupt heart
and sorrow will follow one as surely as the cart follows the ox that pulls
it.’

‘Mind is the forerunner of all things: think and act with a pure heart and
happiness will follow one as surely as one’s never-departing shadow.’

(Dhp 1-2)

This understanding is something that one comes to recognize through
experience, and reference to it will be found throughout the Dhamma talks in
these pages. When Ajahn Chah encountered westerners who said that they



didn’t believe in kamma as he described it, rather than dismissing it as wrong
view, he was interested that they could look at things in such a different way -
he would ask them to describe how they saw things working, and then take
the conversation from there. The story is widely circulated that when a young
Western monk told Ajahn Chah he couldn’t go along with the teachings on
rebirth, Ajahn Chah answered him by saying that that didn’t have to be a
problem, but to come back in five years to talk about it again.

EVERYTHING IS UNCERTAIN

Insight can truly be said to have dawned when three qualities have been seen
and known through direct experience. These are anicca, dukkha and anatta -
impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and ‘not-self’. We recognize that
everything is changing, nothing can be permanently satisfying or dependable,
and nothing can truly be said to be ours, or absolutely who and what we are.
Ajahn Chah stressed that the contemplation of anicca is the gateway to
wisdom. As he puts it in the talk ‘Still, Flowing Water’; ‘Whoever sees the
uncertainty of things sees the unchanging reality of them ... If you know
anicca, uncertainty, you will let go of things and not grasp onto them.’

It is a characteristic of Ajahn Chah’s teaching that he used the less familiar
rendition of ‘uncertainty’ (my naer in Thai) for anicca. While ‘impermanence
can have a more abstract or technical tone to it, ‘uncertainty’ better describes
the feeling in the heart when one is faced with that quality of change.

CHOICE OF EXPRESSION: ‘YES’OR ‘NO’

A characteristic of the Theravada teachings is that the Truth and the way
leading to it are often indicated by talking about what they are not rather than
what they are.

b

Readers have often mistaken this for a nihilistic view of life, and if one comes
from a culture committed to expressions of life-affirmation, it’s easy to see
how the mistake could be made.

The Buddha realized that the mere declaration of the Truth did not necessarily
arouse faith, and might not be effective in communicating it to others either,
so he adopted a much more analytical method (vibhajjavada in Pali) and in
doing so composed the formula of the Four Noble Truths. This analytical
method through negation is most clearly seen in the Buddha’s second
discourse (Anattalakkhana Sutta, SN 22.59), where it is shown how a ‘self’
cannot be found in relation to any of the factors of body or mind, therefore:
“The wise noble disciple becomes dispassionate towards the body, feelings,
perceptions, mental formations and consciousness.” Thus the heart is
liberated.



Once we let go of what we’re not, the nature of what is Real becomes
apparent. And as that Reality is beyond description, it is most appropriate, and
least misleading, to leave it undescribed - this is the essence of the ‘way of
negation’.

Ajahn Chah avoided talking about levels of attainment and levels of
meditative absorption in order to counter spiritual materialism (the gaining
mind, competitiveness and jealousy) and to keep people focused on the Path.
Having said that, he was also ready to speak about Ultimate Reality if
required. The talks ‘Toward the Unconditioned,” ‘Transcendence’ and ‘No
Abiding’ are examples of this. If, however, a person insisted on asking about
transcendent qualities and it was clear that their understanding was not yet
developed (as in the dialogue “What is Contemplation’), Ajahn Chah might
well respond, as he does there, ‘It isn’t anything and we don’t call it anything
that’s all there is to it! Be finished with all of it’, (literally: ‘If there is
anything there, then just throw it to the dogs!’)

RIGHT VIEW AND VIRTUE

Ajahn Chah frequently said that his experience had shown him that all
spiritual progress depended upon Right View and on purity of conduct. Of
Right View the Buddha once said: ‘Just as the glowing of the dawn sky
foretells the rising of the sun, so too is Right View the forerunner of all
wholesome states’ (AN 10.121). To establish Right View means firstly that
one has a trustworthy map of the terrain of the mind and the world - an
appreciation of the law of kamma, particularly - and secondly it means that
one sees experience in the light of the Four Noble Truths and is thus turning
that flow of perceptions, thoughts and moods into fuel for insight. The four
points become the quarters of the compass by which we orient our
understanding and thus guide our actions and intentions.

Ajahn Chah saw sila (virtue) as the great protector of the heart and
encouraged a sincere commitment to the Precepts by all those who were
serious about their search for happiness and a skilfully lived life - whether
these were the Five Precepts of the householder or the Eight, Ten or 227 of
the various levels of the monastic community. Virtuous action and speech,
sila, brings the heart directly into accord with Dhamma and thus becomes the
foundation for concentration, insight and, finally, liberation.

In many ways sila is the external corollary to the internal quality of Right
View and there is a reciprocal relationship between them: if we understand
causality and see the relationship between craving and dukkha, then certainly
our actions are more likely to be harmonious and restrained; similarly, if our
actions and speech are respectful, honest and non-violent, we create the
causes of peace within us and it will be much easier for us to see the laws



governing the mind and its workings, and Right View will develop more
easily.

One particular outcome of this relationship of which Ajahn Chah spoke
regularly, as in the talk ‘Convention and Liberation’, is the intrinsic emptiness
of all conventions (e.g. money, monasticism, social customs), but the
simultaneous need to respect them fully. This might sound paradoxical, but he
saw the Middle Way as synonymous with the resolution of this kind of
conundrum. As he once said, ‘The Dhamma is all about letting go; the
monastic discipline is all about holding on; when you realize how those two
function together, you will be fine.’ If we cling to conventions we become
burdened and limited by them, but if we try to defy them or negate them we
find ourselves lost, conflicted and bewildered. He saw that with the right
attitude, both aspects could be respected and in a way that was natural and
freeing rather than forced or compromised.

It was probably due to his own profound insights in this area that he was able
to be both extraordinarily orthodox and austere as a Buddhist monk, yet
utterly relaxed and unfettered by any of the rules he observed. To many who
met him he seemed the happiest man in the world - a fact perhaps ironic about
someone who had never had sex in his life, had no money, never listened to
music, was regularly available to people eighteen to twenty hours a day, slept
on a thin grass mat, had a diabetic condition and various forms of malaria,
and who was delighted by the fact that Wat Pah Pong had the reputation of
having ‘the worst food in the world.’

METHODS OF TRAINING

The collection of Ajahn Chah’s talks presented here was transcribed from
tapes made more often than not in informal dialogues, where the flow of
teaching and to whom it was directed were extremely unpredictable. Some of
the talks were given in such spontaneous gatherings, others on more formal
occasions, such as after the recitation of the bhikkhus’ rules, or to the whole
assembly of laity and monastics on the weekly lunar observance night.
However, whether they were of the former or the latter kind, Ajahn Chah
never planned anything. Not one single part of the Dhamma teachings printed
here was plotted out before he started speaking. This was an important
principle, he felt, as the job of the teacher was to get out of the way and let the
Dhamma arise according to the needs of the moment - if it’s not alive to the
present, it’s not Dhamma, he would say. This style of teaching was not unique
to Ajahn Chah, but is that espoused throughout the Thai Forest Tradition.

Ajahn Chah trained his students in many ways, the majority of the learning
process occurring through situational teaching. He knew that, for the heart to
learn any aspect of the Teaching truly and be transformed by it, the lesson had



to be absorbed by experience, not intellectually alone. Thus he employed
aspects of the monastic routine, communal living and the tudong life as ways
to teach: community work projects, learning to recite the rules, helping with
the daily chores, random changes in the schedule - these were all used as a
forum in which to investigate the arising of dukkha and the way leading to its
cessation.

He encouraged the attitude of being ready to learn from everything, as he
describes in the talk ‘Dhamma Nature’. He would emphasize that we are our
own teachers: if we are wise, every personal problem, event and aspect of
nature will instruct us; if we are foolish, not even having the Buddha before
us explaining everything would make any real impression.

This insight became clear in the way he related to people’s questions - rather
than answering the question in its own terms, he responded more to where the
questioner was coming from. Often when asked something he would appear
to receive the question, gently take it to pieces and then hand the bits back to
those who asked; they would then see for themselves how it was put together.
To their surprise he had guided them in such a way that they had answered
their own question. When asked how it was that he could do this so often, he
replied ‘If the person did not already know the answer they could not have
posed the question in the first place.’

Other key attitudes that he encouraged and which can be found in the
teachings here are, firstly, the need to cultivate a profound sense of urgency in
meditation practice and, secondly, to use the training environment to develop
patient endurance. This latter quality is seen in the forest life as almost
synonymous with spiritual training, but has not otherwise received a great
deal of attention in spiritual circles of the ‘quick fix’ culture of the West.

When the Buddha was giving his very first instructions on monastic
discipline, to a spontaneous gathering of 1,250 of his enlightened disciples at
the Bamboo Grove, his first words were: ‘Patient endurance is the supreme
practice for freeing the heart from unwholesome states.” (Dhp 183-85). So
when someone would come to Ajahn Chah with a tale of woe, of how her
husband was drinking and the rice crop looked bad this year, his first response
would often be: ‘Can you endure it?’ This was said not as some kind of
macho challenge, but more as a means of pointing to the fact that the way
beyond suffering is neither to run away from it, wallow in it or even grit one’s
teeth and get through on will alone - no, the encouragement of patient
endurance is to hold steady in the midst of difficulty, truly apprehend and
digest the experience of dukkha, understand its causes and let them go.

TEACHING THE LAITY AND TEACHING MONASTICS



There were many occasions when Ajahn Chah’s teachings were as applicable
to laypeople as to monastics, but there were also many instances when they
were not. The three volumes of this present collection Daily Life Practice,
Formal Practice and Renunciant Practice - have been arranged to reflect these
differences of focus and applicability. Even though the teachings have already
been divided up in this way, this is still an important factor to bear in mind
when the reader is going through the talks contained here not to be aware of
such differences could be confusing. For example, the talk ‘Making the Heart
Good’ is aimed at a lay audience - a group of people who have come to visit
Wat Pah Pong to tam boon, to make offerings to the monastery both to
support the community there and to make some good kamma for themselves.
On the other hand, a talk like “The Flood of Sensuality’ would only be given
to the monastics, in that instance just to the monks and male novices.

This distinction was not made because of certain teachings being ‘secret’ or
higher in some respect; rather it was through the need to speak in ways that
would be appropriate and useful to particular audiences. Unlike the monastic,
lay practitioners have a different range of concerns and influences in their
daily life: trying to find time for formal meditation practice, maintaining an
income, living with a spouse. And most particularly, the lay community has
not undertaken the vows of the renunciant life - a lay student may keep the
Five Precepts, whereas the monastics would be keeping the Eight, Ten or 227
Precepts of the various levels of ordination.

When teaching monastics alone, Ajahn Chah’s focus is much more
specifically on using the renunciant way of life as the key method of training;
the instruction therefore concerns itself with the hurdles, pitfalls and glories
that that way of life might bring. Since the average age of the monks’
community in a monastery in Thailand is usually around 25 to 30, and with
the strict precepts around celibacy, there was also a natural need for Ajahn
Chah to skilfully guide the restless and sexual energy that his monks would
often experience. When it was well-directed, the individuals would be able to
contain and employ that same energy, and transform it to help develop
concentration and insight.

The tone of some of the talks to monastics will in certain instances also be
seen to be considerably more directly confrontational than those given to the
lay community, for example, ‘Dhamma Fighting’. This manner of expression
represents something of the ‘take no prisoners’ style which is characteristic of
many of the teachers of the Thai Forest Tradition. It is a way of speaking that
is intended to rouse the ‘warrior heart’: an attitude toward spiritual practice
which enables one to be ready to endure all hardships and to be wise, patient
and faithful, regardless of how difficult things get.



At times this way of teaching may seem overly aggressive or combative in its
tone; the reader should therefore bear in mind that the spirit behind such
language is the endeavour to encourage the practitioner, gladden the heart and
provide supportive strength when dealing with the multifarious challenges to
freedom from greed, hatred and delusion. As Ajahn Chah once said: ‘All
those who seriously engage in spiritual practice should expect to experience a
great deal of friction and difficulty.” The heart is being trained to go against
the current of self-centred habits, so it’s quite natural for it to be buffeted
around somewhat.

As a final note on this aspect of Ajahn Chah’s teachings, particularly those
one might term ‘higher’ or ‘transcendent’, it is significant that he didn’t
exclude the laity from any instruction of this nature. If he felt a group of
people was ready for the highest levels of teaching, he would impart them
freely and openly, whether it was to laypeople or to monastics, as in, for
example, ‘“Toward the Unconditioned’ or ‘Still, Flowing Water’ where he
states: ‘People these days study away, looking for good and evil. But that
which is beyond good and evil they know nothing of.” Like the Buddha, he
never employed the ‘teacher’s closed fist’, and made his choices of what to
teach solely on the basis of what would be useful to his listeners, not on their
number of precepts and their religious affiliation or lack of one.

COUNTERING SUPERSTITION

Ajahn Chah was well known for his keenness to dispel superstition from
Buddhist practice in Thailand. He criticized the use of ‘magic’ charms,
amulets and fortune-telling. He rarely spoke about past or future lives, other
realms, visions or psychic experiences. Anyone who came to him asking for
the next winning lottery number (a very common reason why some people go
to visit famous Ajahns) would generally get very short shrift. He saw that the
Dhamma itself was the most priceless jewel, which could provide genuine
protection and security in life, and yet it was continually overlooked for the
sake of the promise of minor improvements to samsara.

He emphasized the usefulness and practicality of Buddhist practice,
countering the common belief that Dhamma was too high or abstruse for the
common person. His criticisms were not just aimed to break down childish
dependencies on good luck and magical charms; rather he wanted people to
invest in something that would truly serve them in their lives.

In the light of this life-long effort, there was also an ironic twist of
circumstance that accompanied his funeral in 1993. He passed away on 16
January 1992 and they held the funeral exactly a year later; the memorial
stupa had 16 pillars, was 32 metres high, and had foundations 16 metres deep
- consequently a huge number of people in Ubon Province bought lottery



tickets with ones and sixes together. The next day the headlines in the local
paper proclaimed: LUANG POR CHAH’S LAST GIFT TO HIS DISCIPLES
- the 16s had cleaned up and a couple of local bookmakers had even been
bankrupted.

HUMOUR

That last story brings us to a final quality of Ajahn Chah’s teaching style. He
was an amazingly quick-witted man and a natural performer. Although he
could be very cool and forbidding, or sensitive and gentle in his way of
expression, he also used a high degree of humour in his teaching. He had
away of employing wit to work his way into the hearts of his listeners, not
just to amuse but to help convey truths that would otherwise not be received
so easily.

His sense of humour and skilful eye for the tragi-comic absurdities of life
enabled people to see situations in such a way that they could laugh at
themselves and be guided to a wiser outlook. This might be in matters of
conduct, such as a famous display he once gave of the many wrong ways to
carry a monk’s bag: slung over the back, looped round the neck, grabbed in
the fist, scraped along the ground ... Or it might be in terms of some painful
personal struggle. One time a young bhikkhu came to him very downcast. He
had seen the sorrows of the world and the horror of beings’ entrapment in
birth and death, and had realized that ‘I’ll never be able to laugh again it’s all
so sad and painful.” Within forty-five minutes, via a graphic tale about a
youthful squirrel repeatedly attempting and falling short in its efforts to learn
tree-climbing, the monk was rolling on the floor clutching his sides, tears
pouring down his face as he was convulsed with the laughter that he had
thought would never return.

LAST YEARS

During the rains retreat of 1981 Ajahn Chah became seriously ill, with what
was apparently some form of stroke. His health had been shaky for the
previous few years, with dizzy spells and diabetic problems, and now it went
down with a crash. Over the next few months he received various kinds of
treatment, including a couple of operations, but nothing helped. The slide
continued until by the middle of the following year he was paralysed but for
some slight movement in one hand, and he had lost the power of speech. He
could still blink his eyes.

He remained in this state for the next ten years, his few areas of control
diminishing slowly until by the end all voluntary movement was lost to him.
During this time it was often said that he was still teaching his students:
hadn’t he reiterated endlessly that the body is of the nature to sicken and



decay, and that it is not under personal control? As he put it somewhat
prophetically in “Why Are We Here?’, a talk given just before his health
collapsed: ‘People come to visit, but I can’t really receive them like I used to
because my voice has just about had it; my breath is just about gone. You can
count it a blessing that there’s still this body sitting here for you all to see
now. Soon you won'’t see it. The breath will be finished; the voice will be
gone. They will fare in accordance with supporting factors, like all
compounded things.’

So here was a prime object lesson for all his students - neither a great master
like Ajahn Chah nor even the Buddha himself could escape the inexorable
laws of nature. The task, as always, was to find peace and freedom by not
identifying with the changing forms.

During this time, despite his severe limitations, he occasionally managed to
teach in ways other than just being an example of the uncertain processes of
life and by giving opportunity for his monks and novices to offer their support
through nursing care. The bhikkhus used to work in shifts, three or four at a
time, to look after Ajahn Chah’s physical needs, as he required attention
twenty-four hours a day. On one particular shift two monks got into an
argument, quite forgetting (as often happens around paralyzed or comatose
people) that the other occupant of the room might be fully cognizant of what
was going on. Had Ajahn Chah been fully active, it would have been
unthinkable that they would have got into such a spat in front of him.

As the words got more heated an agitated movement began in the bed across
the room. Suddenly Ajahn Chah coughed violently and, according to reports,
sent a sizeable gob of phlegm shooting across the intervening space, passing
between the two protagonists and smacking into the wall right beside them.
The teaching was duly received and the argument came to an abrupt and
embarrassed conclusion.

During the course of his illness the life of the monasteries continued much as
before. The Master’s being both there yet not there served in a strange way to
help the community to adapt to communal decision-making and to the
concept of life without their beloved teacher at the centre of everything. After
such a great elder passes away it is not uncommon for things to disintegrate
rapidly and for all his students to go their own way, the teacher’s legacy
vanishing within a generation or two. It is perhaps a testimony to how well
Ajahn Chah trained people to be self-reliant that whereas at the time of his
falling sick there were about 75 branch monasteries, this had increased to well
over 100 by the time he passed away, and has now grown to more than 300, in
Thailand and around the world.

After he passed away, his monastic community set about arranging his



funeral. In keeping with the spirit of his life and teachings, the funeral was not
to be just a ceremony but also a time for hearing and practising Dhamma. It
was held over ten days with several periods of group meditation and
instructional talks each day, these being given by many of the most
accomplished Dhamma teachers in the country. There were about 6,000
monks, 1,000 nuns and just over 10,000 laypeople camped in the forest for
the 10 days. Beside them, an estimated 1,000,000 people came passed through
the monastery during the practice period; 400,000, including the king and
queen and the prime minister of Thailand, who came on the day of the
cremation itself.

Again, in the spirit of the standards Ajahn Chah espoused throughout his
teaching career, throughout this entire session, not one penny was charged for
anything: food was supplied for everyone through forty-two free food
kitchens, run and stocked by many of the branch monasteries; over £120,000
worth of free Dhamma books were passed out; bottled water was provided by
the gallon through a local firm, and the local bus company and other nearby
lorry owners ferried out the thousands of monks each morning to go on
almsround through villages and towns in the area. It was a grand festival of
generosity and a fitting way to bid farewell to the great man.

It is in the same spirit of generosity that this present edition of Ajahn Chah’s
Dhamma talks has been compiled. This compilation, “The Collected
Teachings of Ajahn Chah’, comprises most of Ajahn Chah’s talks which have
been previously published for free distribution in English.

May these teachings provide nourishing contemplation for seekers of the Way
and help to establish a heart which is awake, pure and peaceful.

Ajahn Amaro February 2011
! tudong: The practice of wandering in the country and living on almsfood.

2 Ayurvedic medicine is a system of traditional medicine native to India.




A Note On The Text

THIS IS the single volume edition of The Collected Teachings of Ajahn
Chah. These have all been transcribed, translated and edited from talks
originally given in the Thai or Laotian language by Ajahn Chah. Some were
given to gatherings of lay followers; many, perhaps most, were offered to
groups of mainly male monastics living with him in Thailand. These factors
inevitably affect not just the content but also the tone and emphasis of the
original teachings. Readers are encouraged to bear these circumstances in
mind in order to appreciate fully the range and applicability and the full
significance of these Dhamma teachings. In a way, Western lay readers will
need to make their own inner translation as they go along - finding their own
equivalents for all those water buffalo analogies and the context of an ascetic
monastic life in the forest - but this kind of engaged reflection, contemplating
how these words apply within the ambit of our own lives, is exactly the kind
of relationship to the teachings that Ajahn Chah encouraged.

Firstly, amongst these influencing factors there are the inherent difficulties in
translating from Thai to English, from a tonal Asian language deeply
influenced by Buddhism to a European language with its own cultural
resonances. Additionally, several different translators have worked on the
teachings gathered in these volumes. The differing nationalities and
backgrounds of these translators inevitably mean that there are variations in
tone, style and vocabulary between chapters.

Secondly, during the thirty-year period during which these translations were
made, Buddhist culture in the West has also greatly changed. Whereas earlier
translators perhaps felt that many Buddhist concepts needed to be translated
into more familiar Western terms, there is nowadays a greater awareness of
the Buddhist worldview; for example, terms like ‘kamma’ and ‘nibbana’ are
now part of accepted English vocabulary. The talks gathered in these volumes
therefore show a range of ways of translating Buddhist terms and concepts.

Thirdly, the monastic Buddhist context means that Thai and Pali words with
technical meanings were a regular and accepted part of the vernacular
teaching style. The various translators have each made their own decisions
about how to render such technical terms. For example, in the Thai language
the same word can mean either ‘heart’ or ‘mind’, and translators have had to
exercize their own judgement as to how to render it into English. Readers
should bear this in mind if they encounter English words used in ways that
don’t seem quite natural, or seem inconsistent between the various talks.
More often than not non-English words are explained either in the context of
the talk or with a footnote. In addition, a glossary of the more common terms



and a list of further resources can be found at the end of the book.

We trust that in our efforts to render oral instruction in a written form we have
not obscured the intentions of the teacher. Inevitably some compromises have
been made, as different translators have attempted to strike a balance between
literal and liberal renderings. For this compilation we have reedited some of
the translations for the sake of standardizing terms and style. However we
have kept this to a minimum. Further editions of these works might attempt a
greater degree of standardization.

Finally, particularly in Volume Three, Renunciant Practice, Ajahn Chah’s
talks were given in a context where the audience was mainly engaged in a
celibate renunciant lifestyle. This circumstance inevitably colours much of the
way the Dhamma is presented there. Ajahn Chah also very often talked only
to men. This fact explains the constant use of exclusively male pronouns in
many of these talks. Although the preservation of such language here may
appear to some as an obstruction, it seemed an inappropriate liberty to edit it
out. Readers may thus again at times have to make an internal translation of
their own, or other leaps of the imagination, in order to illuminate the
relevance of those teachings to their own lives.

Ajahn Chah would have been teaching in small halls, dimly lit by kerosine
lamps, surrounded by the assembly of monks. The teachings often took the
form of exhortations given at the end of the fortnightly recitation of the
Patimokkha, the monastic code of discipline. These teachings were thus
explicitly directed at monastic residents, so the lay readers of these teachings
should remember that they are as much encountering a renunciate style of
Buddhist practice as a set of Dhamma teachings.

The three headings, Daily Life Practice, Formal Practice and Renunciant
Practice, under which these talks have been organized should not be taken too
literally. Within each talk there is a large degree of overlap, accordingly it is
not necessary for them to be read in the order in which they have been
presented.

The preparation and presentation of this compilation has been a team effort
benefiting from the time and skills of many proof-readers, technicians and
designers. Particular mention should be made of the offerings of two of the
original translators, Paul Breiter and Bruce Evans. We are indebted to all
those contributors whose time and effort have brought this project to fruition.

We sincerely hope that with all these perspectives taken to heart, the words
contained in these volumes will serve every reader well and be a condition for
the realization of Nibbana. It was with this same intention that Ajahn Chah
spoke so much for so many years. May these intentions ripen in the reader’s



life and lead to complete peace and freedom.

The compilers




The Middle Way Within

The teaching of Buddhism is about giving up evil and practising good. Then,
when evil is given up and goodness is established, we must let go of both
good and evil. We have already heard enough about wholesome and
unwholesome conditions to understand something about them, so I would like
to talk about the Middle Way, that is, the path to transcend both of those
things.

All the Dhamma talks and teachings of the Buddha have one aim - to show
the way out of suffering to those who have not yet escaped. The teachings are
for the purpose of giving us the right understanding. If we don’t understand
rightly, then we can’t arrive at peace.

When all the Buddhas became enlightened and gave their first teachings, they
pointed out these two extremes - indulgence in pleasure and indulgence in
pain. These two types of infatuation are the opposite poles between which
those who indulge in sense pleasures must fluctuate, never arriving at peace.
They are the paths which spin around in samsara.

The Enlightened One observed that all beings are stuck in these two extremes,
never seeing the Middle Way of Dhamma, so he pointed them out in order to
show the penalty involved in both. Because we are still stuck, because we are
still wanting, we live repeatedly under their sway. The Buddha declared that
these two ways are the ways of intoxication, they are not the ways of a
meditator, not the ways to peace. These ways are indulgence in pleasure and
indulgence in pain, or, to put it simply, the way of slackness and the way of
tension.

If you investigate within, moment by moment, you will see that the tense way
is anger, the way of sorrow. Going this way there is only difficulty and
distress. If you’ve transcended indulgence in pleasure it means you’ve
transcended happiness. Happiness and unhappiness, are not peaceful states.
The Buddha taught to let go of both of them. This is right practice. This is the
Middle Way.

These words, ‘the Middle Way’, do not refer to our body and speech, they
refer to the mind. When a mental impression which we don’t like arises, it
affects the mind and there is confusion. When the mind is confused, when it’s
‘shaken up’, this is not the right way. When a mental impression arises which
we like, the mind goes to indulgence in pleasure - that’s not the way either.

We people don’t want suffering, we want happiness. But in fact happiness is
just a refined form of suffering. Suffering itself is the coarse form. You can
compare it to a snake. The head of the snake is unhappiness, the tail of the



snake is happiness. The head of the snake is really dangerous, it has
poisonous fangs. If you touch it, the snake will bite straight away. But never
mind the head; even if you go and hold onto the tail, it will turn around and
bite you just the same, because both the head and the tail belong to the one
snake.

In the same way, both happiness and unhappiness, or pleasure and sadness,
arise from the same parent - wanting. So when you’re happy the mind isn’t
peaceful. It really isn’t! For instance, when we get the things we like, such as
wealth, prestige, praise or happiness, we become pleased as a result. But the
mind still harbours some uneasiness because we’re afraid of losing it. That
very fear isn’t a peaceful state. Later on we may actually lose that thing and
then we really suffer.

Thus, if you aren’t aware, even if you’re happy, suffering is imminent. It’s
just the same as grabbing the snake’s tail - if you don’t let go it will bite. So
whether it’s the snake’s tail or its head, that is, wholesome or unwholesome
conditions, they’re all just characteristics of the “Wheel of Existence’, of
endless change.

The Buddha established morality, concentration and wisdom as the path to
peace, the way to enlightenment. But in truth these things are not the essence
of Buddhism. They are merely the path. The Buddha called them magga,
which means ‘path’. The essence of Buddhism is peace, and that peace arises
from truly knowing the nature of all things. If we investigate closely, we can
see that peace is neither happiness nor unhappiness. Neither of these is the
truth.

The human mind, the mind which the Buddha exhorted us to know and
investigate, is something we can only know by its activity. The true ‘original
mind’ has nothing to measure it by, there’s nothing you can know it by. In its
natural state it is unshaken, unmoving. When happiness arises all that happens
is that this mind gets lost in a mental impression; there is movement. When
the mind moves like this, clinging and attachment to those things come into
being.

The Buddha has already laid down the path of practice in its entirety, but we
have not yet practised, or if we have, we’ve practised only in speech. Our
minds and our speech are not yet in harmony, we just indulge in empty talk.
But the basis of Buddhism is not something that can be talked about or
guessed at. The real basis of Buddhism is full knowledge of the truth of
reality. If one knows this truth then no teaching is necessary. If one doesn’t
know, even if he listens to the teaching, he doesn’t really hear. This is why the
Buddha said, ‘“The Enlightened One only points the way.’ He can’t do the
practice for you, because the truth is something you can not put into words or



give away.

All the teachings are merely similes and comparisons, means to help the mind
see the truth. If we haven’t seen the truth we must suffer. For example, we
commonly use the term ‘sankhara’ when referring to the body. Anybody can
say it, but in fact we have problems simply because we don’t know the truth
of these sankhara, and thus cling to them. Because we don’t know the truth of
the body, we suffer.

Here is an example. Suppose one morning you’re walking to work and a man
yells abuse and insults at you from across the street. As soon as you hear this
abuse your mind changes from its usual state. You don’t feel so good, you feel
angry and hurt. That man walks around abusing you night and day. Whenever
you hear the abuse, you get angry, and even when you return home you’re
still angry because you feel vindictive, you want to get even.

A few days later another man comes to your house and calls out, ‘Hey! That
man who abused you the other day, he’s mad, he’s crazy! Has been for years!
He abuses everybody like that. Nobody takes any notice of anything he says.’
As soon as you hear this you are suddenly relieved. That anger and hurt that
you’ve pent up within you all these days melts away completely. Why?
Because you know the truth of the matter now. Before, you didn’t know, you
thought that man was normal, so you were angry at him. Thinking like that
caused you to suffer. As soon as you find out the truth, everything changes:
‘Oh, he’s mad! That explains everything!’

When you understand this you feel fine, because you know for yourself.
Having known, then you can let go. If you don’t know the truth you cling
right there. When you thought that man who abused you was normal you
could have killed him. But when you find out the truth, that he’s mad, you
feel much better. This is knowledge of the truth.

Someone who sees the Dhamma has a similar experience. When attachment,
aversion and delusion disappear, they disappear in the same way. As long as
we don’t know these things we think, “What can I do? I have so much greed
and aversion.’ This is not clear knowledge. It’s just the same as when we
thought the madman was sane. When we finally see that he was mad all along
we’re relieved of worry. No one could show you this. Only when the mind
sees for itself can it uproot and relinquish attachment.

It’s the same with this body which we call ‘sankhara’. Although the Buddha
has already explained that the body is not substantial or a real being as such,
we still don’t agree, we stubbornly cling to it. If the body could talk, it would
be telling us all day long, ‘You’re not my owner, you know.’ Actually it’s
telling us all the time, but it’s Dhamma language, so we’re unable to



understand it.

For instance, the sense organs of eye, ear, nose, tongue and body are
continually changing, but I’ve never seen them ask permission from us even
once! Like when we have a headache or a stomach ache - the body never asks
permission first, it just goes right ahead, following its natural course. This
shows that the body doesn’t allow anyone to be its owner, it doesn’t have an
owner. The Buddha described it as an object void of substance.

We don’t understand the Dhamma and so we don’t understand these
‘sankhara’; we take them to be ourselves, as belonging to us or belonging to
others. This gives rise to clinging. When clinging arises, ‘becoming’ follows.
Once becoming arises, then there is birth. Once there is birth, then old age,
sickness, death ... the whole mass of suffering arises.

This is the paticcasamuppada. We say ignorance gives rise to volitional
activities, they give rise to consciousness and so on. All these things are
simply events in the mind. When we come into contact with something we
don’t like, if we don’t have mindfulness, ignorance is there. Suffering arises
straight away. But the mind passes through these changes so rapidly that we
can’t keep up with them. It’s the same as when you fall from a tree. Before
you know it - “Thud!’ - you’ve hit the ground. Actually you’ve passed many
branches and twigs on the way, but you couldn’t count them, you couldn’t
remember them as you passed them. You just fall, and then ‘Thud!’

The paticcasamuppdda is the same as this. If we divide it up as it is in the
scriptures, we say ignorance gives rise to volitional activities, volitional
activities give rise to consciousness, consciousness gives rise to mind and
matter, mind and matter give rise to the six sense bases, the sense bases give
rise to sense contact, contact gives rise to feeling, feeling gives rise to
wanting, wanting gives rise to clinging, clinging gives rise to becoming,
becoming gives rise to birth, birth gives rise to old age, sickness, death, and
all forms of sorrow. But in truth, when you come into contact with something
you don’t like, there’s immediate suffering! That feeling of suffering is
actually the result of the whole chain of the paticcasamuppada. This is why
the Buddha exhorted his disciples to investigate and know fully their own
minds.

When people are born into the world they are without names - once born, we
name them. This is convention. We give people names for the sake of
convenience, to call each other by. The scriptures are the same. We separate
everything with labels to make studying the reality convenient. In the same
way, all things are simply sankhara. Their original nature is merely that of
compounded things. The Buddha said that they are impermanent,
unsatisfactory and not-self. They are unstable. We don’t understand this



firmly, our understanding is not straight, and so we have wrong view. This
wrong view is that the sankhara are ourselves, we are the sankhara, or that
happiness and unhappiness are ourselves, we are happiness and unhappiness.
Seeing like this is not full, clear knowledge of the true nature of things. The
truth is that we can’t force all these things to follow our desires, they follow
the way of nature.

Here is a simple comparison: suppose you go and sit in the middle of a
freeway with the cars and trucks charging down at you. You can’t get angry at
the cars, shouting, ‘Don’t drive over here! Don’t drive over here!’ It’s a
freeway, you can’t tell them that. So what can you do? You get off the road!
The road is the place where cars run, if you don’t want the cars to be there,
you suffer.

It’s the same with sankhara. We say they disturb us, like when we sit in
meditation and hear a sound. We think, ‘Oh, that sound’s bothering me.’ If we
understand that the sound bothers us then we suffer accordingly. If we
investigate a little deeper, we will see that it’s we who go out and disturb the
sound! The sound is simply sound. If we understand like this then there’s
nothing more to it, we leave it be. We see that the sound is one thing, we are
another. One who understands that the sound comes to disturb him is one who
doesn’t see himself. He really doesn’t! Once you see yourself, then you’re at
ease. The sound is just sound, why should you go and grab it? You see that
actually it was you who went out and disturbed the sound.

This is real knowledge of the truth. You see both sides, so you have peace. If
you see only one side, there is suffering. Once you see both sides, then you
follow the Middle Way. This is the right practice of the mind. This is what we
call straightening out our understanding.

In the same way, the nature of all sankhara is impermanence and death, but
we want to grab them; we carry them about and covet them. We want them to
be true. We want to find truth within the things that aren’t true. Whenever
someone sees like this and clings to the sankhara as being himself, he suffers.

The practice of Dhamma is not dependent on being a monk, a novice or a
layman; it depends on straightening out your understanding. If our
understanding is correct, we arrive at peace. Whether you are ordained or not
it’s the same, every person has the chance to practise Dhamma, to
contemplate it. We all contemplate the same thing. If you attain peace, it’s all
the same peace; it’s the same path, with the same methods.

Therefore the Buddha didn’t discriminate between laymen and monks, he
taught all people to practise in order to know the truth of the sankhara. When
we know this truth, we let them go. If we know the truth there will be no more



becoming or birth. How is there no more birth? There is no way for birth to
take place because we fully know the truth of sankhara. If we fully know the
truth, then there is peace. Having or not having, it’s all the same. Gain and
loss are one. The Buddha taught us to know this. This is peace; peace from
happiness, unhappiness, gladness and sorrow.

We must see that there is no reason to be born. Born in what way? Born into
gladness: when we get something we like we are glad over it. If there is no
clinging to that gladness there is no birth. If there is clinging, this is called
‘birth’. So if we get something, we aren’t born into gladness. If we lose
something, we aren’t born into sorrow. This is the birthless and the deathless.
Birth and death are both founded in clinging to and cherishing the sankhara.

So the Buddha said: ‘There is no more becoming for me, finished is the holy
life, this is my last birth.” There! He knew the birthless and the deathless. This
is what the Buddha constantly exhorted his disciples to know. This is the right
practice. If you don’t reach it, if you don’t reach the Middle Way, then you
won’t transcend suffering.




The Peace Beyond

It’s of great importance that we practise the Dhamma. If we don’t practise,
then all our knowledge is only superficial knowledge, just the outer shell of it.
It’s as if we have some sort of fruit but we haven’t eaten it yet. Even though
we have that fruit in our hand we get no benefit from it. Only through the
actual eating of the fruit will we really know its taste.

The Buddha didn’t praise those who merely believe others; he praised the
person who knows within himself. Just as with that fruit, if we have tasted it
already, we don’t have to ask anyone else if it’s sweet or sour. Our problems
are over. Why are they over? Because we see according to the truth. One who
has realized the Dhamma is like one who has realized the sweetness or
sourness of the fruit. All doubts are ended right here.

When we talk about Dhamma, although we may say a lot, it can usually be
brought down to four things. They are simply to know suffering, to know the
cause of suffering, to know the end of suffering and to know the path of
practice leading to the end of suffering.

This is all there is. All that we have experienced on the path of practice so far
comes down to these four things. When we know these things, our problems
are over.

Where are these four things born? They are born just within the body and the
mind, nowhere else. So why is the teaching of the Buddha so detailed and
extensive? This is in order to explain these things in a more refined way, to
help us to see them.

When Siddhattha Gotama was born into the world, before he saw the
Dhamma, he was an ordinary person just like us. When he knew what he had
to know, that is, the truth of suffering, the cause, the end and the way leading
to the end of suffering, he realized the Dhamma and became a perfectly
enlightened Buddha.

When we realize the Dhamma, wherever we sit we know Dhamma, wherever
we are we hear the Buddha’s teaching. When we understand Dhamma, the
Buddha is within our mind, the Dhamma is within our mind, and the practice
leading to wisdom is within our own mind. Having the Buddha, the Dhamma
and the Sangha within our mind means that whether our actions are good or
bad, we know clearly for ourselves their true nature.

That is how the Buddha discarded worldly opinions, praise and criticism.
When people praised or criticized him he just accepted it for what it was.
These two things are simply worldly conditions so he wasn’t shaken by them.



Why not? Because he knew suffering. He knew that if he believed in that
praise or criticism they would cause him to suffer.

When suffering arises it agitates us, we feel ill at ease. What is the cause of
that suffering? It’s because we don’t know the truth; this is the cause. When
the cause is present, then suffering arises. Once arisen we don’t know how to
stop it. The more we try to stop it, the more it comes on. We say, ‘Don’t
criticize me,’ or ‘Don’t blame me.’ Trying to stop it like this, suffering really
comes on, it won’t stop.

So the Buddha taught that the way leading to the end of suffering is to make
the Dhamma arise as a reality within our own minds. We become those who
witness the Dhamma for themselves. If someone says we are good we don’t
get lost in it; they say we are no good and we don’t forget ourselves. This way
we can be free. ‘Good’ and ‘evil’ are just worldly dhammas, they are just
states of mind. If we follow them our mind becomes the world, we just grope
in the darkness and don’t know the way out.

If it’s like this then we have not yet mastered ourselves. We try to defeat
others, but in doing so we only defeat ourselves; but if we have mastery over
ourselves then we have mastery over all - over all mental formations, sights,
sounds, smells, tastes and bodily feelings.

Now I’'m talking about externals, they’re like that, but the outside is reflected
inside also. Some people only know the outside, they don’t know the inside.
Like when we say to ‘see the body in the body’. Having seen the outer body is
not enough, we must know the body within the body. Then, having
investigated the mind, we should know the mind within the mind.

Why should we investigate the body? What is this ‘body in the body’? When
we say to know the mind, what is this ‘mind’? If we don’t know the mind
then we don’t know the things within the mind. This is to be someone who
doesn’t know suffering, doesn’t know the cause, doesn’t know the end and
doesn’t know the way leading to the end of suffering. The things which
should help to extinguish suffering don’t help, because we get distracted by
the things which aggravate it. It’s just as if we have an itch on our head and
we scratch our leg! If it’s our head that’s itchy then we’re obviously not going
to get much relief. In the same way, when suffering arises we don’t know how
to handle it, we don’t know the practice leading to the end of suffering.

For instance, take this body, this body that each of us has brought along to this
meeting. If we just see the form of the body there’s no way we can escape
suffering. Why not? Because we still don’t see the inside of the body, we only
see the outside. We only see it as something beautiful, something substantial.
The Buddha said that seeing only this is not enough. We see the outside with



our eyes; a child can see it, animals can see it, it’s not difficult. The outside of
the body is easily seen, but having seen it we stick to it, we don’t know the
truth of it. Having seen it we grab onto it and it bites us!

So we should investigate the body within the body. Whatever is in the body,
go ahead and look at it. If we just see the outside it’s not clear. We see hair,
nails and so on and they are just pretty things which entice us. So the Buddha
taught to see the inside of the body, to see the body within the body. What is
in the body? Look closely within! We will find many surprises inside, because
even though they are within us, we’ve never seen them. Wherever we walk
we carry them with us; sitting in a car we carry them with us, but we still
don’t know them at all!

It’s as if we visit some relatives at their house and they give us a present. We
take it and put it in our bag and then leave without opening it to see what is
inside. When at last we open it - it’s full of poisonous snakes! Our body is like
this. If we just see the shell we say it’s fine and beautiful. We forget ourselves.
We forget impermanence, suffering and not-self. If we look within this body,
it’s really repulsive.

If we look according to reality, without trying to sugar things over, we’ll see
that it’s really pitiful and wearisome. Dispassion will arise. This feeling of
‘disinterest’ is not that we feel aversion for the world or anything; it’s simply
our mind clearing up, our mind letting go. We see things as not substantial or
dependable, but that all things are naturally established just as they are.
However we want them to be, they just go their own way regardless. Whether
we laugh or cry, they simply are the way they are. Things which are unstable
are unstable; things which are not beautiful are not beautiful.

So the Buddha said that when we experience sights, sounds, tastes, smells,
bodily feelings or mental states, we should release them. When the ear hears
sounds, let them go. When the nose smells an odour, let it go, just leave it at
the nose! When bodily feelings arise, let go of the like or dislike that follow,
let them go back to their birth-place. The same for mental states. All these
things, just let them go their way. This is knowing. Whether it’s happiness or
unhappiness, it’s all the same. This is called meditation.

Meditation means to make the mind peaceful in order to let wisdom arise.
This requires that we practise with body and mind in order to see and know
the sense impressions of form, sound, taste, smell, touch and mental
formations. To put it briefly, it’s just a matter of happiness and unhappiness.
Happiness is pleasant feeling in the mind, unhappiness is just unpleasant
feeling. The Buddha taught to separate this happiness and unhappiness from

the mind. The mind is that which knows. Feeling! is the characteristic of



happiness or unhappiness, like or dislike. When the mind indulges in these
things we say that it clings to or takes that happiness and unhappiness to be
worthy of holding. That clinging is an action of mind; that happiness or
unhappiness is feeling.

When we say the Buddha told us to separate the mind from the feeling, he
didn’t literally mean to throw them to different places. He meant that the mind
must know happiness and know unhappiness. When sitting in samadhi, for
example, and peace fills the mind, happiness comes but it doesn’t reach us,
unhappiness comes but doesn’t reach us. This is how one separates the feeling
from the mind. We can compare it to oil and water in a bottle. They don’t
combine. Even if you try to mix them, the oil remains oil and the water
remains water, because they are of different density.

The natural state of the mind is neither happiness nor unhappiness. When
feeling enters the mind then happiness or unhappiness is born. If we have
mindfulness then we know pleasant feeling as pleasant feeling. The mind
which knows will not pick it up. Happiness is there but it’s ‘outside’ the mind,
not buried within the mind. The mind simply knows it clearly.

If we separate unhappiness from the mind, does that mean there is no
suffering, that we don’t experience it? Yes, we experience it, but we know
mind as mind, feeling as feeling. We don’t cling to that feeling or carry it
around. The Buddha separated these things through knowledge. Did he have
suffering? He knew the state of suffering but he didn’t cling to it; so we say
that he cut suffering off. And there was happiness too, but he knew that
happiness; if it’s not known, it’s like a poison. He didn’t hold it to be himself.
Happiness was there through knowledge, but it didn’t exist in his mind. Thus
we say that he separated happiness and unhappiness from his mind.

When we say that the Buddha and the Enlightened Ones killed defilements,
it’s not that they really killed them. If they had killed all defilements then we
probably wouldn’t have any! They didn’t kill defilements; when they knew
them for what they are, they let them go. Someone who’s stupid will grab
them, but the Enlightened Ones knew the defilements in their own minds as a
poison, so they swept them out. They swept out the things which caused them
to suffer, they didn’t kill them. One who doesn’t know this will see some
things, such as happiness, as good, and then grab them, but the Buddha just
knew them and simply brushed them away.

But when feeling arises for us we indulge in it; that is, the mind carries that
happiness and unhappiness around. In fact they are two different things. The
activities of mind, pleasant feeling, unpleasant feeling and so on, are mental
impressions, they are the world. If the mind knows this it can equally do work
involving happiness or unhappiness. Why? Because it knows the truth of



these things. Someone who doesn’t know them sees them as having different
value, but one who knows sees them as equal. If you cling to happiness it will
be the birthplace of unhappiness later on, because happiness is unstable, it
changes all the time. When happiness disappears, unhappiness arises.

The Buddha knew that because both happiness and unhappiness are
unsatisfactory, they have the same value. When happiness arose he let it go.
He had right practice, seeing that both these things have equal values and
drawbacks. They come under the Law of Dhamma, that is, they are unstable
and unsatisfactory. Once born, they die. When he saw this, right view arose,
the right way of practice became clear. No matter what sort of feeling or
thinking arose in his mind, he knew it as simply the continuous play of
happiness and unhappiness. He didn’t cling to them.

When the Buddha was newly enlightened he gave a sermon about indulgence
in pleasure and indulgence in pain. ‘Monks! Indulgence in pleasure is the
loose way, indulgence in pain is the tense way.’ These were the two things
that disturbed his practice until the day he was enlightened, because at first he
didn’t let go of them. When he knew them, he let them go, and so was able to
give his first sermon.

So we say that a meditator should not walk the way of happiness or
unhappiness, rather he should know them. Knowing the truth of suffering, he
will know the cause of suffering, the end of suffering and the way leading to
the end of suffering. And the way out of suffering is meditation itself. To put
it simply, we must be mindful.

Mindfulness is knowing, or presence of mind. Right now what are we
thinking, what are we doing? What do we have with us right now? We
observe like this, we are aware of how we are living. Practising like this,
wisdom can arise. We consider and investigate at all times, in all postures.
When a mental impression arises that we like we know it as such, we don’t
hold it to be anything substantial. It’s just happiness. When unhappiness arises
we know that it’s indulgence in pain, it’s not the path of a meditator.

This is what we call separating the mind from the feeling. If we are clever we
don’t attach, we leave things be. We become the ‘one who knows’. The mind
and feeling are just like oil and water; they are in the same bottle but they
don’t mix. Even if we are sick or in pain, we still know the feeling as feeling,
the mind as mind. We know the painful or comfortable states but we don’t
identify with them. We stay only with peace: the peace beyond both comfort
and pain.

You should understand it like this, because if there is no permanent self then
there is no refuge. You must live like this, that is, without happiness and



without unhappiness. You stay only with the knowing, you don’t carry things
around.

As long as we are still unenlightened all this may sound strange but it doesn’t
matter, we just set our goal in this direction. The mind is the mind. It meets
happiness and unhappiness and we see them as merely that, there’s nothing
more to it. They are divided, not mixed. If they are all mixed up then we don’t
know them. It’s like living in a house; the house and its occupant are related,
but separate. If there is danger in our house we are distressed because we
must protect it, but if the house catches fire we get out of it. If painful feeling
arises we get out of it, just like that house. When it’s full of fire and we know
it, we come running out of it. They are separate things; the house is one thing,
the occupant is another.

We say that we separate mind and feeling in this way but in fact they are by
nature already separate. Our realization is simply to know this natural
separateness according to reality. When we say they are not separated it’s
because we’re clinging to them through ignorance of the truth.

So the Buddha told us to meditate. This practice of meditation is very
important. Merely to know with the intellect is not enough. The knowledge
which arises from practice with a peaceful mind and the knowledge which
comes from study are really far apart. The knowledge which comes from
study is not real knowledge of our mind. The mind tries to hold onto and keep
this knowledge. Why do we try to keep it? Just to lose it! And then when it’s
lost we cry.

If we really know, then there’s letting go, leaving things be. We know how
things are and don’t forget ourselves. If it happens that we are sick we don’t
get lost in that. Some people think, ‘This year I was sick the whole time, I
couldn’t meditate at all.” These are the words of a really foolish person.
Someone who'’s sick or dying should really be diligent in his practice. One
may say he doesn’t have time to meditate. He’s sick, he’s suffering, he doesn’t
trust his body, and so he feels that he can’t meditate. If we think like this then
things are difficult. The Buddha didn’t teach like that. He said that right here
is the place to meditate. When we’re sick or almost dying that’s when we can
really know and see reality.

Other people say they don’t have the chance to meditate because they’re too
busy. Sometimes schoolteachers come to see me. They say they have many
responsibilities so there’s no time to meditate. I ask them, “When you’re
teaching do you have time to breathe?’ They answer, ‘Yes.” ‘So how can you
have time to breathe if the work is so hectic and confusing? Here you are far
from Dhamma.’



Actually this practice is just about the mind and its feelings. It’s not
something that you have to run after or struggle for. Breathing continues
while working. Nature takes care of the natural processes - all we have to do
is try to be aware. Just to keep trying, going inwards to see clearly. Meditation
is like this.

If we have that presence of mind then whatever work we do will be the very

tool which enables us to know right and wrong continually. There’s plenty of
time to meditate; we just don’t fully understand the practice, that’s all. While
sleeping we breathe, while eating we breathe, don’t we? Why don’t we have

time to meditate? Wherever we are we breathe. If we think like this then our

life has as much value as our breath; wherever we are we have time.

All kinds of thinking are mental conditions, not conditions of body, so we
need to simply have presence of mind. Then we will know right and wrong at
all times. Standing, walking, sitting and lying, there’s plenty of time. We just
don’t know how to use it properly. Please consider this.

We can not run away from feeling, we must know it. Feeling is just feeling,
happiness is just happiness, unhappiness is just unhappiness. They are simply
that. So why should we cling to them? If the mind is clever, simply hearing
this is enough to enable us to separate feeling from the mind.

If we investigate like this continuously the mind will find release, but it’s not
escaping through ignorance. The mind lets go, but it knows. It doesn’t let go
through stupidity or because it doesn’t want things to be the way they are. It
lets go because it knows according to the truth. This is seeing nature, the
reality that’s all around us.

When we know this we are someone who’s skilled with the mind, we are
skilled with mental impressions. When we are skilled with mental
impressions we are skilled with the world. This is to be a ‘knower of the
world’. The Buddha was someone who clearly knew the world with all its
difficulty. He knew the troublesome, and that which was not troublesome was
right there. This world is so confusing; how is it that the Buddha was able to
know it? Here we should understand that the Dhamma taught by the Buddha
is not beyond our ability. In all postures we should have presence of mind and
self awareness - and when it’s time to sit in meditation we do that.

We sit in meditation to establish peacefulness and cultivate mental energy. We
don’t do it in order to play around at anything special. Insight meditation is
sitting in samadhi itself. At some places they say, ‘Now we are going to sit in
samadhi, after that we’ll do insight meditation.” Don’t divide them like this!
Tranquillity is the base which gives rise to wisdom; wisdom is the fruit of
tranquillity. To say that now we are going to do calm meditation, later we’ll



do insight - you can’t do that! You can only divide them in speech. Just like a
knife, the blade is on one side, the back of the blade on the other. You can’t
divide them. If you pick up one side you get both sides. Tranquillity gives rise
to wisdom like this.

Morality is the father and mother of Dhamma. In the beginning we must have
morality. Morality is peace. This means that one does no wrongdoings in
body or speech. When we don’t do wrong then we don’t get agitated; when
we don’t become agitated then peace and collectedness arise within the mind.

So we say that morality, concentration and wisdom are the path on which all
the Noble Ones have walked to enlightenment. They are all one. Morality is
concentration, concentration is morality. Concentration is wisdom, wisdom is
concentration. It’s like a mango. When it’s a flower we call it a flower. When
it becomes a fruit we call it a mango. When it ripens we call it a ripe mango.
It’s all one mango but it continually changes. The big mango grows from the
small mango, the small mango becomes a big one. You can call them different
fruits or all one fruit. Morality, concentration and wisdom are related like this.
In the end it’s all the path that leads to enlightenment.

The mango, from the moment it first appears as a flower, simply grows to
ripeness. This is enough; we should see it like this. Whatever others call it, it
doesn’t matter. Once it’s born it grows to old age, and then where? We should
contemplate this.

Some people don’t want to be old. When they get old they become depressed.
These people shouldn’t eat ripe mangoes! Why do we want the mangoes to be
ripe? If they’re not ripe in time, we ripen them artificially, don’t we? But
when we become old we are filled with regret. Some people cry; they’re
afraid to get old or die. If it’s like this then they shouldn’t eat ripe mangoes -
better to eat just the flowers! If we can see this then we can see the Dhamma.
Everything clears up, we are at peace. Just determine to practise like that.

Today the Chief Privy Councillor and his party have come together to hear the
Dhamma. You should take what I’ve said and contemplate it. If anything is
not right, please excuse me. But for you to know whether it’s right or wrong
depends on your practising and seeing for yourselves. Whatever is wrong,
throw it out. If it’s right then take it and use it. But actually we practise in
order to let go of both right and wrong. In the end we just throw everything
out. If it’s right, throw it out; wrong, throw it out! Usually if it’s right we cling
to rightness, if it’s wrong we hold it to be wrong, and then arguments follow.
But the Dhamma is the place where there’s nothing - nothing at all.

1. Feeling is a translation of the Pali word vedand, and should be understood
in the sense Ajahn Chah herein describes it: as the mental states of pleasure



and pain.




Convention And Liberation

The things of this world are merely conventions of our own making. Having
established them we get lost in them, and refuse to let go, giving rise to
clinging to personal views and opinions. This clinging never ends, it is
samsara, flowing endlessly on. It has no completion. Now, if we know
conventional reality then we’ll know liberation. If we clearly know liberation,
then we’ll know convention. This is to know the Dhamma. Here there is
completion.

Take people, for instance. In reality people don’t have any names, we are born
naked into the world. Our names arise only through convention. I’ve
contemplated this and seen that if you don’t know the truth of this convention,
it can be really harmful. It’s simply something we use for convenience.
Without it we couldn’t communicate, there would be nothing to say, no
language.

I’ve seen Westerners when they sit in meditation together in the West. When
they get up after sitting, men and women together, sometimes they go and
touch each other on the head!! When I saw this I thought, ‘Ehh, if we cling to
convention it gives rise to defilements right there.” If we can let go of
convention, give up our opinions, we are at peace.

Like the generals and colonels, men of rank and position, who come to see
me. When they come they say, ‘Oh, please touch my head.’? If they ask like
this, there’s nothing wrong with it; they’re glad to have their heads touched.
But if you tapped their heads in the middle of the street it’d be a different
story! This is because of clinging. So I feel that letting go is really the way to
peace. Touching a head is against our customs, but in reality it is nothing.
When they agree to having it touched there’s nothing wrong with it, just like
touching a cabbage or a potato.

Accepting, giving up, letting go - this is the way of lightness. Wherever
you’re clinging there’s becoming and birth right there. There’s danger right
there. The Buddha taught about convention and he taught to undo convention
in the right way, and so reach liberation.

This is freedom: not to cling to conventions. All things in this world have a
conventional reality. Having established them we should not be fooled by
them, because getting lost in them really leads to suffering. This point
concerning rules and conventions is of utmost importance. One who can get
beyond them is beyond suffering.

However, they are a characteristic of our world. Take Mr. Boonmabh, for
instance; he used to be just one of the crowd but now he’s been appointed the



District Commissioner. It’s just a convention but it’s a convention we should
respect. It’s part of the world of people. If you think, ‘Oh, before we were
friends, we used to work at the tailor’s together,” and then you go and pat him
on the head in public, he’ll get angry. It’s not right, he’ll resent it. So we
should follow the conventions in order to avoid giving rise to resentment. It’s
useful to understand convention; living in the world is just about this. Know
the right time and place, know the person.

Why is it wrong to go against conventions? It’s wrong because of people! You
should be clever, knowing both convention and liberation. Know the right
time for each. If we know how to use rules and conventions comfortably then
we are skilled. But if we try to behave according to the higher level of reality
in the wrong situation, this is wrong. Where is it wrong? It’s wrong with
people’s defilements, that’s where! People all have defilements. In one
situation we behave one way, in another situation we must behave in another
way. We should know the ins and outs because we live within conventions.
Problems occur because people cling to them. If we suppose something to be,
then it is. It’s there because we suppose it to be there. But if you look closely,
in the absolute sense these things don’t really exist.

As I have often said, before we were laymen and now we are monks. We
lived within the convention of ‘layman’ and now we live within the
convention of ‘monk’. We are monks by convention, not monks through
liberation. In the beginning we establish conventions like this, but if a person
merely ordains, this doesn’t mean he overcomes defilements. If we take a
handful of sand and agree to call it salt, does this make it salt? It is salt, but
only in name, not in reality. You couldn’t use it to cook with. It’s only use is
within the realm of that agreement, because there’s really no salt there, only
sand. It becomes salt only through our supposing it to be so.

This word ‘liberation’ is itself just a convention, but it refers to that which is
beyond conventions. Having achieved freedom, having reached liberation, we
still have to use convention in order to refer to it as liberation. If we didn’t
have convention we couldn’t communicate, so it does have its use.

For example, people have different names, but they are all people just the
same. If we didn’t have names to differentiate between each other, and we
wanted to call out to somebody standing in a crowd, saying, ‘Hey, Person!
Person!” would be useless. You couldn’t say who would answer you because
they’re all ‘person’. But if you called, ‘Hey, John!” then John would respond,
and the others wouldn’t. Names fulfil just this need. Through them we can
communicate; they provide the basis for social behaviour.

So you should know both convention and liberation. Conventions have a use,
but in reality there really isn’t anything there. Even people are non-existent.



They are merely groups of elements, born of causal conditions, growing
dependent on conditions, existing for a while, then disappearing in the natural
way. No one can oppose or control it. But without conventions we would have
nothing to say, we’d have no names, no practice, no work. Rules and
conventions are established to give us a language, to make things convenient,
and that’s all.

Take money, for example. In olden times there weren’t any coins or notes,
they had no value. People used to barter goods, but those things were difficult
to keep, so they created money, using coins and notes. Perhaps in the future
we’ll have a new king decree that we don’t have to use paper money, we
should use wax, melting it down and pressing it into lumps. We’ll say this is
money and use it throughout the country. Let alone wax, they might even
decide to make chicken dung the local currency - all the other things can’t be
money, just chicken dung! Then people would fight and kill each other over
chicken dung!

This is the way it is. You could use many examples to illustrate convention.
What we use for money is simply a convention that we have set up; it has its
use within that convention. Having decreed it to be money, it becomes money.
But in reality, what is money? Nobody can say. When there is a popular
agreement about something, then a convention comes about to fulfil the need.
The world is just this.

This is convention, but to get ordinary people to understand liberation is
really difficult. Our money, our house, our family, our children and relatives
are simply conventions that we have invented, but really, seen in the light of
Dhamma, they don’t belong to us. Maybe if we hear this we don’t feel so
good, but reality is like that. These things have value only through the
established conventions. If we establish that it doesn’t have value, then it
doesn’t have value. If we establish that it has value, then it has value. This is
the way it is; we bring convention into the world to fulfil a need.

Even this body is not really ours, we just suppose it to be so. It’s truly just an
assumption on our part. If you try to find a real, substantial self within it, you
can’t. There are merely elements which are born, continue for a while and
then die. Everything is like this. There’s no real, true substance to it, but it’s
proper that we use it. It’s like a cup. At some time that cup must break, but
while it’s there you should use it and look after it well. It’s a tool for your use.
If it breaks there is trouble, so even though it must break, you should try your
utmost to preserve it.

And so we have the four supports® which the Buddha taught again and again
to contemplate. They are the supports on which a monk depends to continue



his practice. As long as you live you must depend on them, but you should
understand them. Don’t cling to them, giving rise to craving in your mind.

Convention and liberation are continually related like this. Even though we
use convention, don’t place your trust in it as being the truth. If you cling to it,
suffering will arise. The case of right and wrong is a good example. Some
people see wrong as being right and right as being wrong, but in the end who
really knows what is right and what is wrong? We don’t know. Different
people establish different conventions about what’s right and what’s wrong,
but the Buddha took suffering as his guide-line. If you want to argue about it
there’s no end to it. One says ‘right’, another says ‘wrong’. One says ‘wrong’,
another says ‘right’. In truth we don’t really know right and wrong at all. But
at a useful, practical level, we can say that right is not to harm oneself and not
to harm others. This way fulfils a constructive purpose for us.

After all, rules, conventions and liberation are simply dhammas. One is higher
than the other, but they go hand in hand. There is no way that we can
guarantee that anything is definitely like this or like that, so the Buddha said
to just leave it be. Leave it be as uncertain. However much you like it or
dislike it, you should understand it as uncertain.

Regardless of time and place, the whole practice of Dhamma comes to
completion at the place where there is nothing. It’s the place of surrender, of
emptiness, of laying down the burden. This is the finish. It’s not like the
person who says, “Why is the flag fluttering in the wind? I say it’s because of
the wind.” Another person says it’s because of the flag. The other retorts that
it’s because of the wind. There’s no end to this! The same as the old riddle,
“Which came first, the chicken or the egg?’ There’s no way to reach a
conclusion, this is just nature.

All these things we say are merely conventions, we establish them ourselves.
If you know these things with wisdom then you’ll know impermanence,
suffering and not-self. This is the outlook which leads to enlightenment.

Training and teaching people with varying levels of understanding is really
difficult. Some people have certain ideas; you tell them something and they
don’t believe you. You tell them the truth and they say it’s not true. ‘I’m right,
you’re wrong.’ There’s no end to this.

If you don’t let go there will be suffering. I’ve told you before about the four
men who go into the forest. They hear a chicken crowing, ‘Kak-ka-dehhhh!’
One of them wonders, ‘Is that a rooster or a hen?’ Three of them say together,
‘It’s a hen,’ but the other doesn’t agree, he insists it’s a rooster. ‘How could a
hen crow like that?’ he asks. They retort, ‘Well, it has a mouth, hasn’t it?’
They argue and argue till the tears fall, really getting upset over it, but in the



end they’re all wrong. Whether you say a hen or a rooster, they’re only
names. We establish these conventions, saying a rooster is like this, a hen is
like that; a rooster cries like this, a hen cries like that, and this is how we get
stuck in the world! Remember this! Actually, if you just say that really there’s
no hen and no rooster, then that’s the end of it.

In the field of conventional reality one side is right and the other side is
wrong, but there will never be complete agreement. Arguing till the tears fall
has no use.

The Buddha taught not to cling. How do we practise non-clinging? We
practise simply by giving up clinging, but this non-clinging is very difficult to
understand. It takes keen wisdom to investigate and penetrate this, to really
achieve non-clinging.

When you think about it, whether people are happy or sad, content or
discontent, doesn’t depend on their having little or having much - it depends
on wisdom. All distress can be transcended only through wisdom, through
seeing the truth of things.

So the Buddha exhorted us to investigate, to contemplate. This
‘contemplation’ means simply to try to solve these problems correctly. This is
our practice. Like birth, old age, sickness and death - they are the most natural
and common of occurrences. The Buddha taught to contemplate birth, old
age, sickness and death, but some people don’t understand this. “What is there
to contemplate?’ they say. They’re born but they don’t know birth, they will
die but they don’t know death.

A person who investigates these things repeatedly will see. Having seen he
will gradually solve his problems. Even if he still has clinging, if he has
wisdom and sees that old age, sickness and death are the way of nature, he
will be able to relieve suffering. We study the Dhamma simply for this: to
cure suffering.

There isn’t really much as the basis of Buddhism, there’s just the birth and
death of suffering, and this the Buddha called the truth. Birth is suffering, old
age is suffering, sickness is suffering and death is suffering. People don’t see
this suffering as the truth. If we know truth, then we know suffering.

This pride in personal opinions, these arguments, they have no end. In order
to put our minds at rest, to find peace, we should contemplate our past, the
present, and the things which are in store for us, like birth, old age, sickness
and death. What can we do to avoid being plagued by these things? Even
though we may still have a little worry, if we investigate until we know
according to the truth, all suffering will abate, because we will no longer cling
to things.
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: To touch a person’s head in Thailand is usually considered an insult.

N

: It is considered auspicious in Thailand to have one’s head touched by a
highly esteemed monk.

3; The four supports are robes, almsfood, lodgings and medicines.




No Abiding

We hear some of the teachings and can’t really understand them. We think
they shouldn’t be the way they are, so we don’t follow them, but really there
is a reason to all the teachings. Maybe it seems that things shouldn’t be that
way, but they are. At first I didn’t even believe in sitting meditation. I couldn’t
see what use it would be to just sit with your eyes closed. And walking
meditation, walking from this tree to that tree, turning around and walking
back again. “Why bother?’ I thought, “What’s the use of all that walking?’ I
thought like that, but actually walking and sitting meditation are of great use.

Some people’s tendencies cause them to prefer walking meditation, others
prefer sitting, but you can’t do without either of them. The scriptures refer to
the four postures: standing, walking, sitting and lying down. We live with
these four postures. We may prefer one to the other, but we must use all four.

The scriptures say to make these four postures even, to make the practice
even in all postures. At first I couldn’t figure out what it meant to make them
even. Maybe it means we sleep for two hours, then stand for two hours, then
walk for two hours ... maybe that’s it? I tried it - couldn’t do it, it was
impossible! That’s not what it meant to make the postures even. ‘Making the
postures even’ refers to the mind, to our awareness, giving rise to wisdom in
the mind, to illumine the mind. This wisdom of ours must be present in all
postures; we must know, or understand, constantly. Standing, walking, sitting
or lying down, we know all mental states as impermanent, unsatisfactory and
not-self. Making the postures even in this way can be done, it is possible.
Whether like or dislike are present in the mind, we don’t forget our practice,
we are aware.

If we just focus our attention on the mind constantly then we have the gist of
the practice. Whether we experience mental states which the world knows as
good or bad we don’t forget ourselves. We don’t get lost in good or bad, we
just go straight. Making the postures constant in this way is possible.

If we have constancy in our practice, when we are praised, then it’s simply
praise; if we are blamed, it’s just blame. We don’t get high or low over it, we
stay right here. Why? Because we see the danger in all those things, we see
their results. We are constantly aware of the danger in both praise and blame.
Normally, if we have a good mood the mind is good also, we see them as the
same thing; if we have a bad mood the mind goes bad as well, we don’t like
it. This is the way it is, this is uneven practice.

If we have constancy just to the extent of knowing our moods, and knowing
we’re clinging to them, this is better already. That is, we have awareness, we



know what’s going on, but we still can’t let go. We see ourselves clinging to
good and bad, and we know it. We cling to good and know it’s not right
practice, but we still can’t let go. This is fifty to seventy per cent of the
practice already. There still isn’t release but we know that if we could let go,
that would be the way to peace. We keep seeing the equally harmful
consequences of all our likes and dislikes, of praise and blame, continuously.
Whatever the conditions may be, the mind is constant in this way.

But if worldly people get blamed or criticized, they get really upset. If they
get praised it cheers them up, they say it’s good and get really happy over it.
If we know the truth of our various moods, if we know the consequences of
clinging to praise and blame, the danger of clinging to anything at all, we will
become sensitive to our moods. We will know that clinging to them really
causes suffering. We see this suffering, and we see our very clinging as the
cause of that suffering. We begin to see the consequences of grabbing and
clinging to good and bad, because we’ve grasped them and seen the result
before - no real happiness. So now we look for the way to let go.

Where is this ‘way to let go’? In Buddhism we say ‘Don’t cling to anything.’
We never stop hearing about this ‘don’t cling to anything!’ This means to
hold, but not to cling. Like this flashlight. We think, ‘What is this?’ So we
pick it up, ‘Oh, it’s a flashlight,” then we put it down again. We hold things in
this way.

If we didn’t hold anything at all, what could we do ? We couldn’t do walking
meditation or do anything, so we must hold things first. It’s wanting, yes,
that’s true, but later on it leads to paramt (virtue or perfection). Like wanting
to come here, for instance. Venerable Jagaro! came to Wat Pah Pong. He had
to want to come first. If he hadn’t felt that he wanted to come he wouldn’t
have come. For anybody it’s the same, they come here because of wanting.
But when wanting arises don’t cling to it! So you come, and then you go
back. What is this? We pick it up, look at it and see, ‘Oh, it’s a flashlight,’
then we put it down. This is called holding but not clinging, we let go. We
know and then we let go. To put it simply we say just this, ‘Know, then let
go.” Keep looking and letting go. ‘This, they say is good; this they say is not
good’ ... know, and then let go. Good and bad, we know it all, but we let it
go. We don’t foolishly cling to things, but we ‘hold’ them with wisdom.
Practising in this ‘posture’ can be constant. You must be constant like this.
Make the mind know in this way; let wisdom arise. When the mind has
wisdom, what else is there to look for?

We should reflect on what we are doing here. For what reason are we living
here, what are we working for? In the world they work for this or that reward,
but the monks teach something a little deeper than that. Whatever we do, we



ask for no return. We work for no reward. Worldly people work because they
want this or that, because they want some gain or other, but the Buddha taught
to work just in order to work; we don’t ask for anything beyond that.

If you do something just to get some return it’ll cause suffering. Try it out for
yourself! You want to make your mind peaceful so you sit down and try to
make it peaceful - you’ll suffer! Try it. Our way is more refined. We do, and
then let go; do, and then let go.

Look at the Brahmin who makes a sacrifice. He has some desire in mind, so
he makes a sacrifice. Those actions of his won’t help him transcend suffering
because he’s acting on desire. In the beginning we practise with some desire
in mind; we practise on and on, but we don’t attain our desire. So we practise
until we reach a point where we’re practising for no return, we’re practising
in order to let go.

This is something we must see for ourselves, it’s very deep. Maybe we
practise because we want to go to Nibbana - right there, you won’t get to
Nibbana! It’s natural to want peace, but it’s not really correct. We must
practise without wanting anything at all. If we don’t want anything at all,
what will we get? We don’t get anything! Whatever you get is a cause for
suffering, so we practise not getting anything.

Just this is called ‘making the mind empty’. It’s empty but there is still doing.
This emptiness is something people don’t usually understand; only those who
reach it see the real value of it. It’s not the emptiness of not having anything,
it’s emptiness within the things that are here. Like this flashlight: we should
see this flashlight as empty; because of the flashlight there is emptiness. It’s
not the emptiness where we can’t see anything, it’s not like that. People who
understand like that have got it all wrong. You must understand emptiness
within the things that are here.

Those who are still practising because they have some gaining idea are like
the Brahmin making a sacrifice just to fulfil some wish. Like the people who
come to see me to be sprinkled with ‘holy water’. When I ask them, “Why do
you want this holy water?’ they say, “we want to live happily and comfortably
and not get sick.” There! They’ll never transcend suffering that way.

The worldly way is to do things for a reason, to get some return, but in
Buddhism we do things without the idea of gaining anything. The world has
to understand things in terms of cause and effect, but the Buddha teaches us to
go above and beyond cause and effect. His wisdom was to go above cause,
beyond effect; to go above birth and beyond death; to go above happiness and
beyond suffering.

Think about it, there’s nowhere to stay. We people live in a ‘home’. To leave



home and go where there is no home, we don’t know how to do it, because
we’ve always lived with becoming, with clinging. If we can’t cling we don’t
know what to do.

So most people don’t want to go to Nibbana, there’s nothing there; nothing at
all. Look at the roof and the floor here. The upper extreme is the roof, that’s
an ‘abiding’. The lower extreme is the floor, and that’s another ‘abiding’. But
in the empty space between the floor and the roof there’s nowhere to stand.
One could stand on the roof, or stand on the floor, but not on that empty
space. Where there is no abiding, that’s where there’s emptiness, and Nibbana
is this emptiness.

People hear this and they back up a bit, they don’t want to go. They’re afraid
they won’t see their children or relatives. This is why, when we bless the
laypeople, we say, ‘May you have long life, beauty, happiness and strength.’
This makes them really happy, ‘sadhu’! they all say. They like these things. If
you start talking about emptiness they don’t want it, they’re attached to
abiding.

But have you ever seen a very old person with a beautiful complexion? Have
you ever seen an old person with a lot of strength, or a lot of happiness? No,
but we say, ‘Long life, beauty, happiness and strength’ and they’re all really
pleased, every single one says sadhu! This is like the Brahmin who makes
oblations to achieve some wish.

In our practice we don’t “‘make oblations’, we don’t practise in order to get
some return. We don’t want anything. If we want something then there is still
something there. Just make the mind peaceful and have done with it. But if I
talk like this you may not be very comfortable, because you want to be ‘born’
again.

All you lay practitioners should get close to the monks and see their practice.
To be close to the monks means to be close to the Buddha, to be close to his
Dhamma. The Buddha said, ‘Ananda, practise a lot, develop your practice!
Whoever sees the Dhamma sees me, and whoever sees me sees the Dhamma.’

Where is the Buddha? We may think the Buddha has been and gone, but the
Buddha is the Dhamma, the Truth. Some people like to say, ‘Oh, if I had been
born in the time of the Buddha I would have gone to Nibbana.’ Here, stupid
people talk like this. The Buddha is still here. The Buddha is truth. Regardless
of whoever is born or dies, the truth is still here. The truth never departs from
the world, it’s there all the time. Whether a Buddha is born or not, whether
someone knows it or not, the truth is still there.

So we should get close to the Buddha, we should come within and find the
Dhamma. When we reach the Dhamma we will reach the Buddha; seeing the



Dhamma we will see the Buddha, and all doubts will dissolve.

To give a comparison, it’s like teacher Choo. At first he wasn’t a teacher, he
was just Mr. Choo. When he studied and passed the necessary grades he
became a teacher, and became known as teacher Choo. How did he become a
teacher? Through studying the required subjects, thus allowing Mr. Choo to
become teacher Choo. When teacher Choo dies, the study to become a teacher
still remains, and whoever studies it will become a teacher. That course of
study to become a teacher doesn’t disappear anywhere, just like the Truth, the
knowing of which enabled the Buddha to become the Buddha.

So the Buddha is still here. Whoever practises and sees the Dhamma sees the
Buddha. These days people have got it all wrong, they don’t know where the
Buddha is. They say, ‘If I had been born in the time of the Buddha I would
have become a disciple of his and become enlightened.’ That’s just
foolishness.

Don’t go thinking that at the end of the Rains Retreat you’ll disrobe. Don’t
think like that! In an instant an evil thought can arise in the mind, you could
kill somebody. In the same way, it only takes a split-second for good to flash
into the mind, and you’re there already.

And don’t think that you have to ordain for a long time to be able to meditate.
The right practice lies in the instant we make kamma. In a flash an evil
thought arises and before you know it you’ve committed some heavy kamma.
In the same way, all the disciples of the Buddha practised for a long time, but
the time they attained enlightenment was merely one thought moment.

So don’t be heedless, even in minor things. Try hard, try to get close to the
monks, contemplate things and then you’ll know about monks. Well, that’s
enough, huh? It must be getting late now, some people are getting sleepy. The
Buddha said not to teach Dhamma to sleepy people.

1 Venerable Jagaro: the Australian, second Abbot of Wat Pah Nanachat at
that time, who brought his party of monks and laypeople to see Ajahn Chah.




Evening Sitting

I would like to ask you about your practice. You have all been practising
meditation here, but are you sure about the practice yet? Ask yourselves, are
you confident about the practice yet? These days there are all sorts of
meditation teachers around, both monks and lay teachers, and I’'m afraid it
will cause you to be full of doubts and uncertainty about what you are doing.
This is why I am asking. As far as Buddhist practice is concerned, there is
really nothing greater or higher than these teachings of the Buddha which you
have been practising with here. If you have a clear understanding of them, it
will give rise to an absolutely firm and unwavering peace in your heart and
mind.

Making the mind peaceful is known as practising meditation, or practising
samadhi. The mind is something which is extremely changeable and
unreliable. Observing from your practice so far, have you seen this yet? Some
days you practise sitting meditation and in no time at all the mind is calm,
other days you sit and whatever you do there’s no calm - the mind constantly
struggles to get away, until it eventually does. Some days it goes well, some
days it’s awful. This is the way the mind displays these different conditions
for you to see. You must understand that the eight factors of the Noble
Eightfold Path merge in sila, samadhi and pafifia. They don’t come together
anywhere else. This means that when you bring the factors of your practice
together, there must be sila, there must be samadhi and there must be pafifia
present together in the mind. It means that in practising meditation right here
and now, you are creating the causes for the Path to arise in a very direct way.

In sitting meditation you are taught to close your eyes so that you don’t spend
your time looking at different things. This is because the Buddha was
teaching that you should know your own mind. Observe the mind. If you
close your eyes, your attention will naturally be turned inwards towards the
mind - the source of many different kinds of knowledge. This is a way of
training the mind to give rise to samadhi.

Once sitting with the eyes closed, establish awareness with the breath - make
awareness of the breath more important than anything else. This means you
bring awareness to follow the breath, and by keeping with it, you will know
that place which is the focal point of sati, the focal point of the knowing and
the focal point of the mind’s awareness. Whenever these factors of the path
are working together, you will be able to watch and see your breath, feelings,
mind and arammana, as they are in the present moment. Ultimately, you will
know that place which is both the focal point of samadhi and the unification
point of the Path factors.



When developing samadhi, fix attention on the breath and imagine that you
are sitting alone with absolutely no other people and nothing else around to
bother you. Develop this perception in the mind, sustaining it until the mind
completely lets go of the world outside and all that is left is simply the
knowing of the breath entering and leaving. The mind must set aside the
external world. Don’t allow yourself to start thinking about this person who is
sitting over here, or that person who is sitting over there. Don’t give space to
any thoughts that will give rise to confusion or agitation in the mind - it’s
better to throw them out and be done with them. There is no one else here,
you are sitting all alone. Develop this perception until all the other memories,
perceptions and thoughts concerning other people and things subside, and
you’re no longer doubting or wondering about the other people or things
around you. Then you can fix your attention solely on the in-breaths and out-
breaths. Breathe normally. Allow the in-breaths and the out-breaths to
continue naturally, without forcing them to be longer or shorter, stronger or
weaker than normal. Allow the breath to continue in a state of normality and
balance, and then sit and observe it entering and leaving the body.

Once the mind has let go of external mind-objects, it means you will no
longer feel disturbed by the sound of traffic or other noises. You won’t feel
irritated with anything outside. Whether it’s forms, sounds or whatever, they
won’t be a source of disturbance, because the mind won’t be paying attention
to them - it will become centred upon the breath.

If the mind is agitated by different things and you can’t concentrate, try taking
an extra-deep breath until the lungs are completely full, and then release all
the air until there is none left inside. Do this several times, then re-establish
awareness and continue to develop concentration. Having re-established
mindfulness, it’s normal that for a period the mind will be calm, then change
and become agitated again. When this happens, make the mind firm, take
another deep breath and subsequently expel all the air from your lungs. Fill
the lungs to capacity again for a moment and then re-establish mindfulness on
the breathing. Fix sati on the in-breaths and the out-breaths, and continue to
maintain awareness in this way.

The practice tends to be this way, so it will have to take many sittings and
much effort before you become proficient. Once you are, the mind will let go
of the external world and remain undisturbed. Mind-objects from the outside
will be unable to penetrate inside and disturb the mind itself. Once they are
unable to penetrate inside, you will see the mind. You will see the mind as
one object of awareness, the breath as another and mind-objects as another.
They will all be present within the field of awareness, centred at the tip of
your nose. Once sati is firmly established with the in-breaths and out-breaths,



you can continue to practise at your ease. As the mind becomes calm, the
breath, which was originally coarse, becomes correspondingly lighter and
more refined. The object of mind also becomes increasingly subtle and
refined. The body feels lighter and the mind itself feels progressively lighter
and unburdened. The mind lets go of external mind-objects and you continue
to observe internally.

From here onwards your awareness will be turned away from the world
outside and be directed inwards to focus on the mind. Once the mind has
gathered together and become concentrated, maintain awareness at that point
where the mind becomes focused. As you breathe, you will see the breath
clearly as it enters and leaves, sati will be sharp and awareness of mind-
objects and mental activity will be clearer. At that point you will see the
characteristics of sila, samadhi and pafifia and the way in which they merge
together. This is known as the unification of the Path factors. Once this
unification occurs, your mind will be free from all forms of agitation and
confusion. It will become one-pointed and this is what is known as samadhi.

When you focus attention in just one place, in this case the breath, you gain a
clarity and awareness because of the uninterrupted presence of sati. As you
continue to see the breath clearly, sati will become stronger and the mind will
become more sensitive in many different ways. You will see the mind in the
centre of that place (the breath), one-pointed with awareness focused inwards,
rather than turning towards the world outside. The external world gradually
disappears from your awareness and the mind no longer goes to perform any
work on the outside. It’s as if you’ve come inside your ‘house’, where all your
sense faculties have come together to form one compact unit. You are at ease
and the mind is free from all external objects. Awareness remains with the
breath and over time it will penetrate deeper and deeper inside, becoming
progressively more refined.

Ultimately, awareness of the breath becomes so refined that the sensation of
the breath seems to disappear. You could say either that awareness of the
sensation of the breath has disappeared, or that the breath itself has
disappeared. Then there arises a new kind of awareness - awareness that the
breath has disappeared. In other words, awareness of the breath becomes so
refined that it’s difficult to define it.

So it might be that you are just sitting there and there’s no breath. Really, the
breath is still there, but it has become so refined that it seems to have
disappeared. Why? Because the mind is at its most refined, with a special
kind of knowing. All that remains is the knowing. Even though the breath has
vanished, the mind is still concentrated with the knowledge that the breath is
not there. As you continue, what should you take up as the object of



meditation? Take this very knowing as the meditation object - in other words
the knowledge that there is no breath - and sustain this. You could say that a
specific kind of knowledge has been established in the mind.

At this point, some people might have doubts arising, because it is here that
nimitta can arise. These can be of many kinds, including both forms and
sounds. It is here that all sorts of unexpected things can arise in the course of
the practice. If nimitta do arise (some people have them, some don’t) you
must understand them in accordance with the truth. Don’t doubt or allow
yourself to become alarmed.

At this stage, you should make the mind unshakeable in its concentration and
be especially mindful. Some people become startled when they notice that the
breath has disappeared, because they’re used to having the breath there. When
it appears that the breath has gone, you might panic or become afraid that you
are going to die. Here you must establish the understanding that it is just the
nature of the practice to progress in this way. What will you observe as the
object of meditation now? Observe this feeling that there is no breath and
sustain it as the object of awareness as you continue to meditate. The Buddha
described this as the firmest, most unshakeable form of samadhi. There is just
one firm and unwavering object of mind. When your practice of samadhi
reaches this point, there will be many unusual and refined changes and
transformations taking place within the mind, of which you can be aware. The
sensation of the body will feel at its lightest or might even disappear
altogether. You might feel like you are floating in mid-air and seem to be
completely weightless. It might be like you are in the middle of space and
wherever you direct your sense faculties they don’t seem to register anything
at all. Even though you know the body is still sitting there, you experience
complete emptiness. This feeling of emptiness can be quite strange.

As you continue to practise, understand that there is nothing to worry about.
Establish this feeling of being relaxed and unworried, securely in the mind.
Once the mind is concentrated and one-pointed, no mind-object will be able
to penetrate or disturb it, and you will be able to sit like this for as long as you
want. You will be able to sustain concentration without any feelings of pain
and discomfort.

Having developed samadhi to this level, you will be able to enter or leave it at
will. When you do leave it, it’s at your ease and convenience. You withdraw
at your ease, rather than because you are feeling lazy or tired. You withdraw
from samadhi because it is the appropriate time to withdraw, and you come
out of it at your will.

This is samadhi; you are relaxed and at your ease. You enter and leave it
without any problems. The mind and heart are at ease. If you genuinely have



samadhi like this, it means that sitting meditation and entering samadhi for
just thirty minutes or an hour will enable you to remain cool and peaceful for
many days afterwards. Experiencing the effects of samadhi like this for
several days has a purifying effect on the mind - whatever you experience will
become an object for contemplation. This is where the practice really begins.
It’s the fruit which arises as samadhi matures.

Samadhi performs the function of calming the mind. Samadhi performs one
function, sila performs one function and pafifia performs another function.
These characteristics, which you are focusing attention on and developing in
the practice are linked, forming a circle. This is the way they manifest in the
mind. Sila, samadhi and pafifia arise and mature from the same place. Once
the mind is calm, it will become progressively more restrained and composed
due to the presence of pafifia and the power of samadhi.

As the mind becomes more composed and refined, this gives rise to an energy
which acts to purify sila. Greater purity of sila facilitates the development of
stronger and more refined samadhi, and this in turn supports the maturing of
pafifia. They assist each other in this way. Each aspect of the practice acts as a
supporting factor for the other ones - in the end these terms becoming
synonymous. As these three factors continue to mature together, they form
one complete circle, ultimately giving rise to magga. Magga is a synthesis of
these three functions of the practice working smoothly and consistently
together. As you practise, you have to preserve this energy. It is the energy
which will give rise to vipassana or paiifia. Having reached this stage (where
pafifia is already functioning in the mind, independent of whether the mind is
peaceful or not), pafifia will provide a consistent and independent energy in
the practice. You see that whenever the mind is not peaceful, you shouldn’t
attach, and even when it is peaceful, you shouldn’t attach. Having let go of
the burden of such concerns, the heart will accordingly feel much lighter.
Whether you experience pleasant mind-objects or unpleasant mind-objects,
you will remain at ease. The mind will remain peaceful in this way.

Another important thing is to see that when you stop doing formal meditation
practice, if there is no wisdom functioning in the mind, you will give up the
practice altogether without any further contemplation, development of
awareness or thought about the work which still has to be done. In fact, when
you withdraw from samadhi, you know clearly in the mind that you have
withdrawn. Having withdrawn you should continue to conduct yourself in a
normal manner. Maintain mindfulness and awareness at all times. It isn’t that
you only practise meditation in the sitting posture - samadhi means the mind
which is firm and unwavering. As you go about your daily life, make the
mind firm and steady and maintain this sense of steadiness as the object of



mind at all times. You must be practising sati and sampajafifia continuously.

After you get up from the formal sitting practice and go about your business -
walking, riding in cars and so on - whenever your eyes see a form or your ears
hear a sound, maintain awareness. As you experience mind-objects which
give rise to liking and disliking, try to consistently maintain awareness of the
fact that such mental states are impermanent and uncertain. In this way the
mind will remain calm and in a state of ‘normality’.

As long as the mind is calm, use it to contemplate mind-objects. Contemplate
the whole of this form, the physical body. You can do this at any time and in
any posture: whether doing formal meditation practice, relaxing at home, out
at work, or in whatever situation you find yourself. Keep the meditation and
the reflection going at all times. Just going for a walk and seeing dead leaves
on the ground under a tree can provide an opportunity to contemplate
impermanence. Both we and the leaves are the same: when we get old, we
shrivel up and die. Other people are all the same. This is raising the mind to
the level of vipassana, contemplating the truth of the way things are, the
whole time. Whether walking, standing, sitting or lying down, sati is
sustained evenly and consistently. This is practising meditation correctly - you
have to follow the mind closely, checking it at all times.

Practising here and now at seven o’clock in the evening, we have sat and
meditated together for an hour and now stopped. It might be that your mind
has stopped practising completely and hasn’t continued with the reflection.
That’s the wrong way to do it. When we stop, all that should stop is the
formal meeting and sitting meditation. You should continue practising and
developing awareness consistently, without letting up.

I’ve often taught that if you don’t practise consistently, it’s like drops of
water. It’s like drops of water because the practice is not a continuous,
uninterrupted flow. Sati is not sustained evenly. The important point is that
the mind does the practice and nothing else. The body doesn’t do it. The mind
does the work, the mind does the practice. If you understand this clearly, you
will see that you don’t necessarily have to do formal sitting meditation in
order for the mind to know samadhi. The mind is the one who does the
practice. You have to experience and understand this for yourself, in your own
mind.

Once you do see this for yourself, you will be developing awareness in the
mind at all times and in all postures. If you are maintaining sati as an even
and unbroken flow, it’s as if the drops of water have joined to form a smooth
and continuous flow of running water. Sati is present in the mind from
moment to moment and accordingly there will be awareness of mind-objects
at all times. If the mind is restrained and composed with uninterrupted sati,



you will know mind-objects each time that wholesome and unwholesome
mental states arise. You will know the mind that is calm and the mind that is
confused and agitated. Wherever you go you will be practising like this. If
you train the mind in this way, your meditation will mature quickly and
successfully.

Please don’t misunderstand. These days it’s common for people to go on
vipassana courses for three or seven days, where they don’t have to speak or
do anything but meditate. Maybe you have gone on a silent meditation retreat
for a week or two, afterwards returning to your normal daily life. You might
have left thinking that you’ve ‘done vipassana’ and, because you feel that you
know what it’s all about, then carry on going to parties, discos and indulging
in different forms of sensual delight. When you do it like this, what happens?
There won’t be any of the fruits of vipassana left by the end of it. If you go
and do all sorts of unskilful things, which disturb and upset the mind, wasting
your previous efforts, then next year go back again and do another retreat for
seven days or a few weeks, then come out and carry on with the parties,
discos and drinking, that isn’t true practice. It isn’t patipada or the path to
progress.

You need to make an effort to renounce. You must contemplate until you see
the harmful effects which come from such behaviour. See the harm in
drinking and going out on the town. Reflect and see the harm inherent in all
the different kinds of unskilful behaviour which you indulge in, until it
becomes fully apparent. This would provide the impetus for you to take a step
back and change your ways. Then you would find some real peace. To
experience peace of mind you have to clearly see the disadvantages and
danger in such forms of behaviour. This is practising in the correct way. If
you do a silent retreat for seven days, where you don’t have to speak to or get
involved with anybody, and then go chatting, gossiping and overindulging for
another seven months, how will you gain any real or lasting benefit from
those seven days of practice?

I would encourage all the laypeople here who are practising to develop
awareness and wisdom to understand this point. Try to practise consistently.
See the disadvantages of practising insincerely and inconsistently, and try to
sustain a more dedicated and continuous effort in the practice. Just this much.
It can then become a realistic possibility that you might put an end to the
kilesa. But that lifestyle of not speaking and not playing around for seven
days, followed by six months of complete sensual indulgence, without any
mindfulness or restraint, will just lead to the squandering of any gains made
from the meditation - there won’t be anything left. It’s like going to work for a
day and earning twenty pounds, but then going out and spending thirty



pounds on food and things in the same day; would any money be saved? It
would all be gone. It’s just the same with the meditation.

This is a form of reminder to you all, so I will ask for your forgiveness. It’s
necessary to speak in this way, so that those aspects of the practice which are
at fault will become clear to you and accordingly, you will be able to give
them up. You could say that the reason why you have come to practise is to
learn how to avoid doing the wrong things in the future. What happens when
you do the wrong things? Doing wrong things leads you to agitation and
suffering, when there’s no goodness in the mind. It’s not the way to peace of
mind. This is the way it is. If you practise on a retreat, not talking for seven
days, and then go indulging for a few months, no matter how strictly you
practised for those seven days, you won’t derive any lasting value from that
practice. Practising that way, you don’t really get anywhere. Many places
where meditation is taught don’t really get to grips with or get beyond this
problem. Really, you have to conduct your daily life in a consistently calm
and restrained way.

In meditation you have to be constantly turning your attention to the practice.
It’s like planting a tree. If you plant a tree in one place and after three days
pull it up and plant it in a different spot, then after a further three days pull it
up and plant it in yet another place, it will just die without producing
anything. Practising meditation like this won’t bear any fruit either. This is
something you have to understand for yourselves. Contemplate it. Try it out
for yourselves when you go home. Get a sapling and plant it in one spot, and
every few days, go and pull it up and plant it in a different place. It will just
die without ever bearing any fruit. It’s the same doing a meditation retreat for
seven days, followed by seven months of unrestrained behaviour, allowing the
mind to become soiled, and then going back to do another retreat for a short
period, practising strictly without talking and subsequently coming out and
being unrestrained again. As with the tree, the meditation just dies - none of
the wholesome fruits are retained. The tree doesn’t grow, the meditation
doesn’t grow. I say practising this way doesn’t bear much fruit.

Actually, I'm not fond of giving talks like this. It’s because I feel sorry for
you that I have to speak critically. When you are doing the wrong things, it’s
my duty to tell you, but I'm speaking out of compassion for you. Some people
might feel uneasy and think that I’'m just scolding them. Really, I’m not just
scolding you for its own sake, I’m helping to point out where you are going
wrong, so that you know. Some people might think, Luang Por is just telling
us off,” but it’s not like that. It’s only once in a long while that I’m able to
come and give a talk - if I were to give talks like this every day, you would
really get upset! But the truth is, it’s not you who gets upset, it’s only the



kilesa that are upset. I will say just this much for now.




About Being Careful

The Buddha taught to see the body in the body. What does this mean? We are
all familiar with the parts of the body such as hair, nails, teeth and skin. So
how do we see the body in the body? If we recognize all these things as being
impermanent, unsatisfactory and not-self, that’s what is called ‘seeing the
body in the body’. Then it isn’t necessary to go into detail and meditate on the
separate parts. It’s like having fruit in a basket. If we have already counted the
pieces of fruit, then we know what’s there, and when we need to, we can pick
up the basket and take it away, and all the pieces come with it. We know the
fruit is all there, so we don’t have to count it again.

Having meditated on the thirty-two parts of the body, and recognized them as
something not stable or permanent, we no longer need to weary ourselves
separating them like this and meditating in such detail; just as we don’t have
to dump all the fruit out of the basket and count it again and again. But we do
carry the basket along to our destination, walking mindfully and carefully,
taking care not to stumble and fall.

When we see the body in the body, which means we see the Dhamma in the
body, knowing our own and others’ bodies as impermanent phenomena, we
don’t need detailed explanations. Sitting here, we have mindfulness
constantly in control, knowing things as they are. Meditation then becomes
quite simple. It’s the same if we meditate on Buddho - if we understand what
Buddho really is, we don’t need to repeat the word ‘Buddho’. It means having
full knowledge and firm awareness. This is meditation.

Still, meditation is generally not well understood. We practise in a group, but
we often don’t know what it’s all about. Some people think meditation is
really hard to do. ‘I come to the monastery, but I can’t sit. I don’t have much
endurance. My legs hurt, my back aches, I’'m in pain all over.” So they give up
on it and don’t come anymore, thinking they can’t do it.

But in fact samadhi is not sitting. Samadhi isn’t walking. It isn’t lying down
or standing. Sitting, walking, closing the eyes, opening the eyes, these are all
mere actions. Having your eyes closed doesn’t necessarily mean you’re
practising samadhi. It could just mean that you’re drowsy and dull. If you’re
sitting with your eyes closed but you’re falling asleep, your head bobbing all
over and your mouth hanging open, that’s not sitting in samadhi. It’s sitting
with your eyes closed. Samadhi and closed eyes are two separate matters.
Real samadhi can be practised with eyes open or eyes closed. You can be
sitting, walking, standing or lying down.

Samadhi means the mind is firmly focused, with all-encompassing



mindfulness, restraint, and caution. You are constantly aware of right and
wrong, constantly watching all conditions arising in the mind. When it shoots
off to think of something, having a mood of aversion or longing, you are
aware of that. Some people get discouraged: ‘I just can’t do it. As soon as I
sit, my mind starts thinking of home. That’s evil (Thai: bahp)’. Hey! If just
that much is evil, the Buddha never would have become Buddha. He spent
five years struggling with his mind, thinking of his home and his family. It
was only after six years that he awakened.

So, some people feel that these sudden arisings of thought are wrong or evil.
You may have an impulse to kill someone. But you are aware of it in the next
instant, you realize that killing is wrong, so you stop and refrain. Is there harm
in this? What do you think? Or if you have a thought about stealing
something and that is followed by a stronger recollection that to do so is
wrong, and so you refrain from acting on it - is that bad kamma It’s not that
every time you have an impulse you instantly accumulate bad kamma.
Otherwise, how could there be any way to liberation? Impulses are merely
impulses. Thoughts are merely thoughts. In the first instance, you haven’t
created anything yet. In the second instance, if you act on it with body, speech
or mind, then you are creating something. Avijja has taken control. If you
have the impulse to steal and then you are aware of yourself and aware that

impulse is not consummated.

This is timely awareness, wisdom arising and informing our experience. If
there is the first mind-moment of wanting to steal something and then we act
on it, that is the dhamma of delusion; the actions of body, speech and mind
that follow the impulse will bring negative results.

This is how it is. Merely having the thoughts is not negative kamma. If we
don’t have any thoughts, how will wisdom develop? Some people simply
want to sit with a blank mind. That’s wrong understanding.

I’m talking about samadhi that is accompanied by wisdom. In fact, the
Buddha didn’t wish for a lot of samadhi. He didn’t want jhana and samapatti.
He saw samadhi as one component factor of the path. Sila, samadhi and pafifia
are components or ingredients, like ingredients used in cooking. We use
spices in cooking to make food tasty. The point isn’t the spices themselves,
but the food we eat. Practising samadhi is the same. The Buddha’s teachers,
Uddaka and Alara, put heavy emphasis on practising the jhana, and attaining
various kinds of powers like clairvoyance. But if you get that far, it’s hard to
undo. Some places teach this deep tranquillity, to sit with delight in quietude.
The meditators then get intoxicated by their samadhi. If they have sila, they
get intoxicated by their sila. If they walk the path, they become intoxicated by



the path, dazzled by the beauty and wonders they experience, and they don’t
reach the real destination.

The Buddha said that this is a subtle error. Still, it’s correct for those on a
coarse level. But actually what the Buddha wanted was for us to have an
appropriate measure of samadhi, without getting stuck there. After we train in
and develop samadhi, then samadhi should develop wisdom.

Samadhi that is on the level of samatha - tranquillity - is like a rock covering
grass. In samadhi that is sure and stable, even when the eyes are opened,
wisdom is there. When wisdom has been born, it encompasses and knows
(‘rules’) all things. So the Teacher did not want those refined levels of
concentration and cessation, because they become a diversion and then one
forgets the path.

So it is necessary not to be attached to sitting or any other particular posture.
Samadhi doesn’t reside in having the eyes closed, the eyes open, or in sitting,
standing, walking or lying down. Samadhi pervades all postures and
activities. Older persons, who often can’t sit very well, can contemplate
especially well and practise samadhi easily; they too can develop a lot of
wisdom.

How is it that they can develop wisdom? Everything is rousing them. When
they open their eyes, they don’t see things as clearly as they used to. Their
teeth give them trouble and fall out. Their bodies ache most of the time. Just
that is the place of study. So really, meditation is easy for old folks.
Meditation is hard for youngsters. Their teeth are strong, so they can enjoy
their food. They sleep soundly. Their faculties are intact and the world is fun
and exciting to them, so they get deluded in a big way. When the old ones
chew on something hard they’re soon in pain. Right there the devadiita are
talking to them; they’re teaching them every day. When they open their eyes
their sight is fuzzy. In the morning their backs ache. In the evening their legs
hurt. That’s it! This is really an excellent subject to study. Some of you older
people will say you can’t meditate. What do you want to meditate on? Who
will you learn meditation from?

This is seeing the body in the body and sensation in sensation. Are you seeing
these or are you running away? Saying you can’t practise because you’re too
old is only due to wrong understanding. The question is, are things clear to
you? Elderly persons have a lot of thinking, a lot of sensation, a lot of
discomfort and pain. Everything appears! If they meditate, they can really
testify to it. So I say that meditation is easy for old folks. They can do it best.
Everyone says ‘When I’'m old, I’1l go to the monastery.’ If you understand
this, it’s true all right. You have to see it within yourself. When you sit, it’s
true; when you stand up, it’s true; when you walk, it’s true. Everything is a



hassle, everything is presenting obstacles - and everything is teaching you.
Isn’t this so? Can you just get up and walk away so easily now? When you
stand up, it’s ‘Oy!” Or haven’t you noticed? And it’s ‘Oy!” when you walk.
It’s prodding you.

When you’re young you can just stand up and walk, going on your way. But
you don’t really know anything. When you’re old, every time you stand up
it’s ‘Oy!’ Isn’t that what you say? ‘Oy! Oy!” Every time you move, you learn
something. So how can you say it’s difficult to meditate? Where else is there
to look? It’s all correct. The devadiita are telling you something. It’s most
clear. Sankhara are telling you that they are not stable or permanent, not you
or yours. They are telling you this every moment.

But we think differently. We don’t think that this is right. We entertain wrong
view and our ideas are far from the truth. But actually, old people can see
impermanence, suffering and lack of self, and give rise to dispassion and
disenchantment - because the evidence is right there within them all the time.
I think that’s good.

Having the inner sensitivity that is always aware of right and wrong is called
Buddho. It’s not necessary to be continually repeating ‘Buddho’. You’ve
counted the fruit in your basket. Every time you sit down, you don’t have to
go to the trouble of spilling out the fruit and counting it again. You can leave
it in the basket. But someone with mistaken attachment will keep counting.
He’ll stop under a tree, spill it out and count, and put it back in the basket.
Then he’ll walk on to the next stopping place and do it again. But he’s just
counting the same fruit. This is craving itself. He’s afraid that if he doesn’t
count, there will be some mistake. We are afraid that if we don’t keep saying
‘Buddho’, we’ll be mistaken. How are we mistaken? Only the person who
doesn’t know how much fruit there is needs to count. Once you know, you
can take it easy and just leave it in the basket. When you’re sitting, you just
sit. When you’re lying down, you just lie down because your fruit is all there
with you.

By practising virtue and creating merit, we say, ‘Nibbana paccayo hotu’,
(may it be a condition for realizing Nibbana). As a condition for realizing
Nibbana, making offerings is good. Keeping precepts is good. Practising
meditation is good. Listening to Dhamma teachings is good. May they
become conditions for realizing Nibbana.

But what is Nibbana all about anyway? Nibbana means not grasping. Nibbana
means not giving meaning to things. Nibbana means letting go. Making
offerings and doing meritorious deeds, observing moral precepts, and
meditating on loving-kindness: all these are for getting rid of defilements and
craving, for not wishing for anything, not wishing to be, or become anything;



for making the mind empty - empty of self-cherishing, empty of concepts of
self and other.

Nibbana paccayo hotu: make it become a cause for Nibbana. Practising
generosity is giving up, letting go. Listening to teachings is for the purpose of
gaining knowledge to give up and let go, to uproot clinging to what is good
and to what is bad. At first we meditate to become aware of the wrong and the
bad. When we recognize that, we give it up and we practise what is good.
Then, when some good is achieved, don’t get attached to that good. Remain
halfway in the good, or above the good - don’t dwell under the good. If we
are under the good, then the good pushes us around, and we become slaves to
it. We become slaves, and it forces us to create all sorts of kamma and
demerit. It can lead us into anything, and the result will be the same kind of
unhappiness and unfortunate circumstances we found ourselves in before.

Give up evil and develop merit - give up the negative and develop what is
positive. Developing merit, remain above merit. Remain above merit and
demerit, above good and evil. Keep on practising with a mind that is giving
up, letting go and getting free. It’s the same no matter what you are doing: if
you do it with a mind of letting go it is a cause for realizing Nibbana. What
you do free of desire, free of defilement, free of craving, all merges with the
path, meaning Noble Truth, meaning saccadhamma. The Four Noble Truths
are having the wisdom that knows tanha, which is the source of dukkha.
Kamatanha, bhavatanha, vibhavatanha: these are the origination, the source.
If you are wishing for anything or wanting to be anything, you are nourishing
dukkha, bringing dukkha into existence, because this is what gives birth to
dukkha. These are the causes. If we create the causes of dukkha, then dukkha
will come about. The cause is vibhavatanha: this restless, anxious craving.
One becomes a slave to desire and creates all sorts of kamma and wrongdoing
because of it, and thus suffering is born. Simply speaking, dukkha is the child
of desire. Desire is the parent of dukkha. When there are parents, dukkha can
be born. When there are no parents, dukkha can not come about - there will be
no offspring.

This is where meditation should be focused. We should see all the forms of
tanha, which cause us to have desires. But talking about desire can be
confusing. Some people get the idea that any kind of desire, such as desire for
food and the material requisites for life, is tanha. But we can have this kind of
desire in an ordinary and natural way. When you’re hungry and desire food,
you can take a meal and be done with it. That’s quite ordinary. This is desire
that’s within boundaries and doesn’t have ill effects. This kind of desire isn’t
sensuality. If it’s sensuality, then it becomes something more than desire.
There will be craving for more things to consume, seeking out flavours,



seeking enjoyment in ways that bring hardship and trouble, such as drinking
liquor and beer.

Some tourists told me about a place where people eat live monkeys’ brains.
They put a monkey in the middle of the table and cut open its skull. Then they
spoon out the brain to eat. That’s eating like demons or hungry ghosts. It’s not
eating in a natural or ordinary way. Doing things like this, eating becomes
tanha. They say that the blood of monkeys makes them strong. So they try to
get hold of such animals and when they eat them they’re drinking liquor and
beer too. This isn’t ordinary eating. It’s the way of ghosts and demons mired
in sensual craving. It’s eating coals, eating fire, eating everything everywhere.
This sort of desire is what is tanha. There is no moderation. Speaking,
thinking, dressing, everything such people do goes to excess. If our eating,
sleeping, and other necessary activities are done in moderation, there is no
harm in them. So you should be aware of yourselves in regard to these things;
then they won’t become a source of suffering. If we know how to be moderate
and thrifty in our needs, we can be comfortable.

Practising meditation and creating merit and virtue are not really such
difficult things to do, provided we understand them well. What is
wrongdoing? What is merit? Merit is what is good and beautiful, not harming
ourselves or others with our thinking, speaking, and acting. If we do this,
there is happiness. Nothing negative is being created. Merit is like this.
Skilfulness is like this.

It’s the same with making offerings and giving charity. When we give, what is
it that we are trying to give away? Giving is for the purpose of destroying
self-cherishing, the belief in a self along with selfishness. Selfishness is
powerful, extreme suffering. Selfish people always want to be better than
others and to get more than others. A simple example is how, after they eat,
they don’t want to wash their dishes. They let someone else do it. If they eat
in a group, they will leave it to the group. After they eat, they take off. This is
selfishness, not being responsible, and it puts a burden on others. What it
really amounts to is someone who doesn’t care about himself, who doesn’t
help himself and who really doesn’t love himself. In practising generosity, we
are trying to cleanse our hearts of this attitude. This is called creating merit
through giving, in order to have a mind of compassion and caring towards all
living beings without exception.

If we can be free of just this one thing, selfishness, then we will be like the
Lord Buddha. He wasn’t out for himself, but sought the good of all. If we
have the path and fruit arising in our hearts like this we can certainly progress.
With this freedom from selfishness, all the activities of virtuous deeds,
generosity, and meditation will lead to liberation. Whoever practises like this



will become free and go beyond - beyond all convention and appearance.

The basic principles of practice are not beyond our understanding. For
example, if we lack wisdom, when practising generosity, there won’t be any
merit. Without understanding, we think that generosity merely means giving
things. “When I feel like giving, I’ll give. If I feel like stealing something, I’ll
steal it. Then if I feel generous, I’'ll give something.’ It’s like having a barrel
full of water. You scoop out a bucketful, and then you pour back in a
bucketful. Scoop it out again, pour it in again, scoop it out and pour it in - like
this. When will you empty the barrel? Can you see an end to it? Can you see
such practice becoming a cause for realizing Nibbana? Will the barrel become
empty? One scoop out, one scoop in - can you see when it will be finished?

Going back and forth like this is vatta, the cycle itself. If we’re talking about
really letting go, giving up good as well as evil, there’s only scooping out.
Even if there’s only a little bit, you scoop it out. You don’t put in anything
more, and you keep scooping out. Even if you only have a small scoop to use,
you do what you can and in this way the time will come when the barrel is
empty. If you’re scooping out a bucket and pouring back a bucket, scooping
out and then pouring back - well, think about it. When will you see an empty
barrel? This Dhamma isn’t something distant. It’s right here in the barrel. You
can do it at home. Try it. Can you empty a water barrel like that? Do it all day
tomorrow and see what happens.

‘Giving up all evil, practising what is good, purifying the mind.” We give up
wrongdoing first, and then start to develop the good. What is the good and
meritorious? Where is it? It’s like fish in the water. If we scoop all the water
out, we’ll get the fish - that’s a simple way to put it. If we scoop out and pour
back in, the fish remain in the barrel. If we don’t remove all forms of
wrongdoing, we won’t see merit and we won’t see what is true and right.
Scooping out and pouring back, scooping out and pouring back, we only
remain as we are. Going back and forth like this, we only waste our time and
whatever we do is meaningless. Listening to teachings is meaningless.
Making offerings is meaningless. All our efforts to practise are in vain. We
don’t understand the principles of the Buddha’s way, so our actions don’t bear
the desired fruit.

When the Buddha taught about practice, he wasn’t only talking about
something for ordained people. He was talking about practising well,
practising correctly. Supatipanno means those who practise well.
Ujupatipanno means those who practise directly. Nayapatipanno means those
who practise for the realization of path, fruition and Nibbana.
Samicipatipanno are those who practise inclined towards truth. It could be
anyone. These are the Sangha of true disciples (savaka) of the Lord Buddha.



Laywomen living at home can be savaka. Laymen can be savaka. Bringing
these qualities to fulfilment is what makes one a savaka. One can be a true
disciple of the Buddha and realize enlightenment.

Most of us in the Buddhist fold don’t have such complete understanding. Our
knowledge doesn’t go this far. We do our various activities thinking that we
will get some kind of merit from them. We think that listening to teachings or
making offerings is meritorious. That’s what we’re told. But someone who
gives offerings to ‘get’ merit is making bad kamma.

You can’t quite understand this. Someone who gives in order to get merit has
instantly accumulated bad kamma. If you give in order to let go and free the
mind, that brings you merit. If you do it to get something, that’s bad kamma.

Listening to teachings to really understand the Buddha’s way is difficult. The
Dhamma becomes hard to understand when the practice that people do -
keeping precepts, sitting in meditation, giving - is for getting something in
return. We want merit, we want something. Well, if something can be
obtained, who gets it? We get it. When that is lost, whose thing is it that’s
lost? The person who doesn’t have something doesn’t lose anything. And
when it’s lost, who suffers over it?

Don’t you think that living your life to get things, brings you suffering?
Otherwise you can just go on as before trying to get everything. And yet, if
we make the mind empty, then we gain everything. Higher realms, Nibbana
and all their accomplishments - we gain all of it. In making offerings, we
don’t have any attachment or aim; the mind is empty and relaxed. We can let
go and put down. It’s like carrying a log and complaining it’s heavy. If
someone tells you to put it down, you’ll say, ‘If I put it down, I won’t have
anything.” Well, now you do have something - you have heaviness. But you
don’t have lightness. So do you want lightness, or do you want to keep
carrying? One person says to put it down, the other says he’s afraid he won’t
have anything. They’re talking past each other.

We want happiness, we want ease, we want tranquillity and peace. It means
we want lightness. We carry the log, and then someone sees us doing this and
tells us to drop it. We say we can’t because what would we have then? But the
other person says that if we drop it, we can get something better. The two
have a hard time communicating.

If we make offerings and practise good deeds in order to get something, it
doesn’t work out. What we get is becoming and birth. It isn’t a cause for
realizing Nibbana. Nibbana is giving up and letting go. Trying to get, to hold
on, to give meaning to things, aren’t causes for realizing Nibbana. The
Buddha wanted us to look here, at this empty place of letting go. This is



merit. This is skilfulness.

Once we have done practice - any sort of merit and virtue - we should feel
that our part is done. We shouldn’t carry it any further. We do it for the
purpose of giving up defilements and craving. We don’t do it for the purpose
of creating defilements, craving and attachment. Then where will we go? We
don’t go anywhere. Our practice is correct and true.

Most of us Buddhists, though we follow the forms of practice and learning,
have a hard time understanding this kind of talk. It’s because Mara, meaning
ignorance, meaning craving - the desire to get, to have, and to be - enshrouds
the mind. We only find temporary happiness. For example, when we are filled
with hatred towards someone it takes over our minds and gives us no peace.
We think about the person all the time, thinking what we can do to strike out
at him. The thinking never stops. Then maybe one day we get a chance to go
to his house and curse him and tell him off. That gives us some release. Does
that make an end of our defilements? We found a way to let off steam and we
feel better for it. But we haven’t rid ourselves of the affliction of anger, have
we? There is some happiness in defilement and craving, but it’s like this.
We’re still storing the defilement inside and when the conditions are right, it
will flare up again even worse than before. Then we will want to find some
temporary release again. Do the defilements ever get finished in this way?

It’s similar when someone’s spouse or children die, or when people suffer big
financial loss. They drink to relieve their sorrow. They go to a movie to
relieve their sorrow. Does it really relieve the sorrow? The sorrow actually
grows; but for the time being they can forget about what happened so they
call it a way to cure their misery. It’s like if you have a cut on the bottom of
your foot that makes walking painful. Anything that contacts it hurts and so
you limp along complaining of the discomfort. But if you see a tiger coming
your way, you’ll take off and start running without any thought of your cut.
Fear of the tiger is much more powerful than the pain in your foot, so it’s as if
the pain is gone. The fear made it something small.

You might experience problems at work or at home that seem so big. Then
you get drunk and in that drunken state of more powerful delusion, those
problems no longer trouble you so much. You think it solved your problems
and relieved your unhappiness. But when you sober up the old problems are
back. So what happened to your solution? You keep suppressing the problems
with drink and they keep on coming back. You might end up with cirrhosis of
the liver, but you don’t get rid of the problems; and then one day you are
dead.

There is some comfort and happiness here; it’s the happiness of fools. It’s the
way that fools stop their suffering. There’s no wisdom here. These different



confused conditions are mixed in the heart that has a feeling of well-being. If
the mind is allowed to follow its moods and tendencies, it feels some
happiness. But this happiness is always storing unhappiness within it. Each
time it erupts our suffering and despair will be worse. It’s like having a
wound. If we treat it on the surface but inside it’s still infected, it’s not cured.
It looks okay for a while, but when the infection spreads we have to start
cutting. If the inner infection is never cured we can be operating on the
surface again and again with no end in sight. What can be seen from the
outside may look fine for a while, but inside it’s the same as before.

The way of the world is like this. Worldly matters are never finished. So the
laws of the world in the various societies are constantly resolving issues. New
laws are always being established to deal with different situations and
problems. Something is dealt with for a while, but there’s always a need for
further laws and solutions. There’s never the internal resolution, only surface
improvement. The infection still exists within, so there’s always need for
more cutting. People are only good on the surface, in their words and their
appearance. Their words are good and their faces look kind, but their minds
aren’t so good.

When we get on a train and see some acquaintance there we say, ‘Oh, how
good to see you! I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately! I’ve been planning
to visit you!” But it’s just talk. We don’t really mean it. We’re being good on
the surface, but we’re not so good inside. We say the words, but then as soon
as we’ve had a smoke and taken a cup of coffee with him, we split. Then if
we run into him one day in the future, we’ll say the same things again: ‘Hey,
good to see you! How have you been? I’ve been meaning to go visit you, but I
just haven’t had the time.” That’s the way it is. People are superficially good,
but they’re usually not so good inside.

The great teacher taught Dhamma and Vinaya. It is complete and
comprehensive. Nothing surpasses it and nothing in it need be changed or
adjusted, because it is the ultimate. It’s complete, so this is where we can stop.
There’s nothing to add or subtract, because it is something of the nature not to
be increased or decreased. It is just right. It is true.

So we Buddhists come to hear Dhamma teachings and study to learn these
truths. If we know them, then our minds will enter the Dhamma; the Dhamma
will enter our minds. Whenever a person’s mind enters the Dhamma, that
person has well-being, that person has a mind at peace. The mind then has a
way to resolve difficulties, but has no way to degenerate. When pain and
illness afflict the body, the mind has many ways to resolve the suffering. It
can resolve it naturally, understanding this as natural and not falling into
depression or fear over it. Gaining something, we don’t get lost in delight.



Losing it, we don’t get excessively upset, but rather we understand that the
nature of all things is that having appeared, they then decline and disappear.
With such an attitude we can make our way in the world. We are lokavidii,
knowing the world clearly. Then samudaya, the cause of suffering, is not
created, and tanha is not born. There is vijja, knowledge of things as they
really are, and it illumines the world. It illumines praise and blame. It
illumines gain and loss. It illumines rank and disrepute. It clearly illumines
birth, ageing, illness, and death in the mind of the practitioner.

That is someone who has reached the Dhamma. Such people no longer
struggle with life and are no longer constantly in search of solutions. They
resolve what can be resolved, acting as is appropriate. That is how the Buddha
taught: he taught those individuals who could be taught. Those who could not
be taught he discarded and let go of. Even had he not discarded them, they
were still discarding themselves - so he dropped them. You might get the idea
from this that the Buddha must have been lacking in metta to discard people.
Hey! If you toss out a rotten mango are you lacking in metta? You can’t make
any use of it, that’s all. There was no way to get through to such people. The
Buddha is praised as one with supreme wisdom. He didn’t merely gather
everyone and everything together in a confused mess. He was possessed of
the divine eye and could clearly see all things as they really are. He was the
knower of the world.

As the knower of the world he saw danger in the round of samsara. For us
who are his followers it’s the same. Knowing all things as they are will bring
us well-being. Where exactly are those things that cause us to have happiness
and suffering? Think about it well. They are only things that we create
ourselves. Whenever we create the idea that something is us or ours, we
suffer. Things can bring us harm or benefit, depending on our understanding.
So the Buddha taught us to pay attention to ourselves, to our own actions and
to the creations of our minds. Whenever we have extreme love or aversion to
anyone or anything, whenever we are particularly anxious, that will lead us
into great suffering. This is important, so take a good look at it. Investigate
these feelings of strong love or aversion, and then take a step back. If you get
too close, they’ll bite. Do you hear this? If you grab at and caress these things,
they bite and they kick. When you feed grass to your buffalo, you have to be
careful. If you’re careful when it kicks out, it won’t kick you. You have to
feed it and take care of it, but you should be smart enough to do that without
getting bitten. Love for children, relatives, wealth and possessions will bite.
Do you understand this? When you feed it, don’t get too close. When you
give it water, don’t get too close. Pull on the rope when you need to. This is
the way of Dhamma: recognizing impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and lack
of self, recognizing the danger and employing caution and restraint in a



mindful way.

Ajahn Tongrat didn’t teach a lot; he always told us, ‘Be really careful! Be
really careful!” That’s how he taught. ‘Be really careful! If you’re not really
careful, you’ll catch it on the chin!’ This is really how it is. Even if he didn’t
say it, it’s still how it is. If you’re not really careful, you’ll catch it on the
chin. Please understand this. It’s not someone else’s concern. The problem
isn’t other people loving or hating us. Others far away somewhere don’t make
us create kamma and suffering. It’s our possessions, our homes, our families
where we have to pay attention. Or what do you think? These days, where do
you experience suffering? Where are you involved in love, hate and fear?
Control yourselves, take care of yourselves. Watch out you don’t get bitten. If
they don’t bite they might kick. Don’t think that these things won’t bite or
kick. If you do get bitten, make sure it’s only a little bit. Don’t get kicked and
bitten to pieces. Don’t try to tell yourselves there’s no danger. Possessions,
wealth, fame, loved ones, all these can kick and bite if you’re not mindful. If
you are mindful you’ll be at ease. Be cautious and restrained. When the mind
starts grasping at things and making a big deal out of them, you have to stop
it. It will argue with you, but you have to put your foot down. Stay in the
middle as the mind comes and goes. Put sensual indulgence away on one side;
put self-torment away on the other side. Put love to one side, hate to the other
side. Put happiness to one side, suffering to the other side. Remain in the
middle without letting the mind go in either direction.

Like these bodies of ours - earth, water, fire and wind - where is the person?
There isn’t any person. These few different things are put together and it’s
called a person. That’s a falsehood. It’s not real; it’s only real in the way of
convention. When the time comes the elements return to their old state. We’ve
only come to stay with them for a while so we have to let them return. The
part that is earth, send back to be earth. The part that is water, send back to be
water. The part that is fire, send back to be fire. The part that is wind, send
back to be wind. Or will you try to go with them and keep something? We
come to rely on them for a while; when it’s time for them to go, let them go.
When they come, let them come. All these phenomena, sabhava, appear and
then disappear. That’s all. We understand that all these things are flowing,
constantly appearing and disappearing.

Making offerings, listening to teachings, practising meditation, whatever we
do should be done for the purpose of developing wisdom. Developing
wisdom is for the purpose of liberation, freedom from all these conditions and
phenomena. When we are free, then no matter what our situation is, we don’t
have to suffer. If we have children, we don’t have to suffer. If we work, we
don’t have to suffer. If we have a house, we don’t have to suffer. It’s like a



lotus in the water. ‘I grow in the water, but I don’t suffer because of the water.
I can’t be drowned or burned, because I live in the water.” When the water
ebbs and flows it doesn’t affect the lotus. The water and the lotus can exist
together without conflict. They are together yet separate. Whatever is in the
water nourishes the lotus and helps it grow into something beautiful.

It’s the same for us. Wealth, home, family, and all defilements of mind no
longer defile us but rather help us develop parami, the spiritual perfections. In
a grove of bamboo the old leaves pile up around the trees and when the rain
falls they decompose and become fertilizer. Shoots grow and the trees
develop, because of the fertilizer, and we have a source of food and income.
But it didn’t look like anything good at all. So be careful - in the dry season, if
you set fires in the forest, they’ll burn up all the future fertilizer, and the
fertilizer will turn into fire that burns the bamboo. Then you won’t have any
bamboo shoots to eat. So if you burn the forest, you burn the bamboo
fertilizer. If you burn the fertilizer, you burn the trees and the grove dies.

Do you understand? You and your families can live in happiness and harmony
with your homes and possessions, free of danger from floods or fire. If a
family is flooded or burned, it is only because of the people in that family. It’s
just like the bamboo’s fertilizer. The grove can be burned because of it, or the
grove can grow beautifully because of it.

Things will grow beautifully and then not beautifully and then become
beautiful again. Growing and degenerating, then growing again and
degenerating again - this is the way of worldly phenomena. If we know
growth and degeneration for what they are, we can find a conclusion to them.
Things grow and reach their limit. Things degenerate and reach their limit.
But we remain constant. It’s like when there was a fire in Ubon city. People
bemoaned the destruction and shed a lot of tears over it. But things were
rebuilt after the fire and the new buildings are actually bigger and a lot better
than what we had before, and people enjoy the city more now.

This is how it is with the cycles of loss and development. Everything has its
limits. So the Buddha wanted us always to be contemplating. While we still
live we should think about death. Don’t consider it something far away. If
you’re poor, don’t try to harm or exploit others. Face the situation and work
hard to help yourself. If you’re well off, don’t become forgetful in your
wealth and comfort. It’s not very difficult for everything to be lost. A rich
person can become a pauper in a couple of days. A pauper can become a rich
person. It’s all owing to the fact that these conditions are impermanent and
unstable. Thus, the Buddha said, ‘pamado maccuno padam’: heedlessness is
the way to death. The heedless are like the dead. Don’t be heedless! All
beings and all sankhara are unstable and impermanent. Don’t form any



attachment to them! Happy or sad, progressing or falling apart, in the end it
all comes to the same place. Please understand this.

Living in the world and having this perspective, we can be free of danger.
Whatever we may gain or accomplish in the world because of our good
kamma, is still of the world and subject to decay and loss; so don’t get too
carried away by it. It’s like a beetle scratching at the earth. It can scratch up a
pile that’s a lot bigger than itself, but it’s still only a pile of dirt. If it works
hard it makes a deep hole in the ground, but it’s still only a hole in dirt. If a
buffalo drops a load of dung there, it will be bigger than the beetle’s pile of
earth, but it still isn’t anything that reaches to the sky. It’s all dirt. Worldly
accomplishments are like this. No matter how hard the beetles work, they’re
just involved in dirt, making holes and piles.

People who have good worldly kamma have the intelligence to do well in the
world. But no matter how well they do they’re still living in the world. All the
things they do are worldly and have their limits, like the beetle scratching
away at the earth. The hole may go deep, but it’s in the earth. The pile may
get high, but it’s just a pile of dirt. Doing well, getting a lot, we’re just doing
well and getting a lot in the world.

Please understand this and try to develop detachment. If you don’t gain much,
be contented, understanding that it’s only the worldly. If you gain a lot,
understand that it’s only the worldly. Contemplate these truths and don’t be
heedless. See both sides of things, not getting stuck on one side. When
something delights you, hold part of yourself back in reserve, because that
delight won’t last. When you are happy, don’t go completely over to its side,
because soon enough you’ll be back on the other side with unhappiness.




It Can Be Done

At this time please determine your minds to listen to the Dhamma. Today is
the traditional day of dhammasavana. It is the appropriate time for us, the
host of Buddhists, to study the Dhamma in order to increase our mindfulness
and wisdom. Giving and receiving the teachings is something we have been
doing for a long time. The activities we usually perform on this day, chanting
homage to the Buddha, taking moral precepts, meditating and listening to
teachings, should be understood as methods and principles for spiritual
development. They are not anything more than this.

When it comes to taking precepts, for example, a monk will proclaim the
precepts and the laypeople will vow to undertake them. Don’t misunderstand
what is going on. The truth is that morality is not something that can be given.
It can’t really be requested or received from someone. We can’t give it to
someone else. In our vernacular we hear people say, ‘The venerable monk
gave the precepts’ and ‘we received the precepts.” We talk like this here in the
countryside and so it has become our habitual way of understanding. If we
think like this, that we come to receive precepts from the monks on the lunar
observance days and that if the monks won’t give precepts, then we don’t
have morality, that is only a tradition of delusion that we have inherited from
our ancestors. Thinking in this way means that we give up our own
responsibility, not having firm trust and conviction in ourselves. Then it gets
passed down to the next generation, and they too come to ‘receive’ precepts
from the monks. And the monks come to believe that they are the ones who
‘give’ the precepts to the laity. In fact morality and precepts are not like that.
They are not something to be ‘given’ or ‘received’; but on ceremonial
occasions of making merit and the like we use this as a ritual form according
to tradition and employ the terminology.

In truth morality resides with the intentions of people. If you have the
conscious determination to refrain from harmful activities and wrongdoing by
way of body and speech, morality is coming about within you. You should
know it within yourself. It is okay to take the vows with another person. You
can also recollect the precepts by yourself. If you don’t know what they are,
you can request them from someone else. It is not something very
complicated or distant. So really whenever we wish to receive morality and
Dhamma we have them right then. It is just like the air that surrounds us
everywhere. Whenever we breathe we take it in. All manner of good and evil
is like that. If we wish to do good, we can do it anywhere, at any time. We can
do it alone or together with others. Evil is the same. We can do it with a large
or small group, in a hidden or open place. It is like this.



These are things that are already in existence. But morality is something that
we should consider normal for all humans to practise. A person who has no
morality is no different from an animal. If you decide to live like an animal,
then of course there is no good or evil for you, because an animal doesn’t
have any knowledge of such things. A cat catches mice, but we don’t say it is
doing evil, because it has no concepts or knowledge of good or bad, right or
wrong. These beings are outside the circle of human beings. It is the animal
realm. The Buddha pointed out that this group is just living according to the
animal kind of kamma. Those who understand right and wrong, good and
evil, are humans. The Buddha taught his Dhamma for humans. If we people
don’t have morality and knowledge of these things, then we are not much
different from animals; so it is appropriate that we study and learn about
morality and make ourselves able. This is taking advantage of the precious
accomplishment of human existence and bringing it to fulfilment.

The profound Dhamma is the teaching that morality is necessary. When there
is morality, we have a foundation on which we can progress in Dhamma.
Morality means the precepts concerning what is forbidden and what is
permissible. Dhamma refers to nature and to humans knowing about nature -
how things exist according to nature. Nature is something we do not compose.
It exists as it is according to its conditions. A simple example is animals. A
certain species, such as peacocks, is born with its various patterns and
colours. They were not created like that by humans or modified by humans;
they are just born that way according to nature. This is a little example of how
it is in nature.

All things of nature are existing in the world - this is still talking about
understanding from a worldly viewpoint. The Buddha taught Dhamma for us
to know nature, to let go of it and let it exist according to its conditions. This
is talking about the external material world. As to namadhamma, meaning the
mind, it can not be left to follow its own conditions. It has to be trained. In the
end we can say that mind is the teacher of body and speech, so it needs to be
well trained. Letting it go according to its natural urges just makes one an
animal. It has to be instructed and trained. It should come to know nature, but
should not merely be left to follow nature.

We are born into this world and all of us will naturally have the afflictions of
desire, anger and delusion. Desire makes us crave after various things and
causes the mind to be in a state of imbalance and turmoil. Nature is like that.
It will just not do to let the mind go after these impulses of craving. It only
leads to heat and distress. It is better to train in Dhamma, in truth.

When aversion occurs in us we want to express anger towards people; it may
even get to the point of physically attacking or killing people. But we don’t



just ‘let it go’ according to its nature. We know the nature of what is
occurring. We see it for what it is, and teach the mind about it. This is
studying Dhamma.

Delusion is the same. When it happens, we are confused about things. If we
just leave it as it is, we remain in ignorance. So the Buddha told us to know
nature, to teach nature, to train and adjust nature, to know exactly what nature
is.

For example, people are born with physical form and mind. In the beginning
these things are born, in the middle they change and in the end they are
extinguished. This is ordinary; this is their nature. We can not do much to
alter these facts. We train our minds as we can and when the time comes w